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CHAPTER 1

The Ark

George Sebastian Lace, Admiral in the Galactic Alliance of Federated Planets, called the meeting to order. “Are we good to go?” He shuffled the papers in front of him and glanced at the five attendees seated around the oval boardroom table. Each nodded their assent. Before he could begin, the door slid open and a young woman with green eyes and long, burnished red hair popped her head inside. “Hickory, glad you could make it. Come in, come in.” He waved his arm to indicate she should take a seat.
Hickory Lace slipped in between her partners, Jess Parker and Gareth Blanquette and nodded to James Brandt and the two Agency staffers sitting beside him. “My apologies, Admiral. I’ve been in detox all week and only now got your message.” She spoke in a husky voice then coughed, raising a hand to her mouth. “Sorry, still have a touch of bronchitis from the trip.”
Gareth grinned wryly then assumed a straight face at the Admiral’s stern look.
"Everyone knows my daughter? Hickory’s on temporary loan from the Alien Corps. She’s been on assignment to a class IV planet in Canis Major where she needed a Maquillage procedure to help her lungs cope with the high levels of Xenon in the atmosphere. Since her return, she’s been in our med center regressing to Earth-normal.” He nodded at his daughter.  Well, now we're all here, let’s get started.”  He went straight to the point. “Our friends the Bikashi have been spotted entering the quadrant.”
Hickory glanced at Jess and Gareth and raised her eyebrows. Although not currently at war, the Bikashi were friends with no one in the Allied Federation of Planets. If they were hereabouts, it spelled trouble.
The Admiral continued. “In the last week, several Alpha-class jets exited hyperspace inside the Eridanus system and rendezvoused with a mother ship in high orbit over the planet Prosperine. At first, we thought this might be the start of another attempt by the Bikashi Warlord, Kabutai, to grab the planet’s FTL fuel. Auriga’s faster-than-light capability is inferior to ours, as you know, and they’d do anything to get their hands on some crynidium.”
He leaned forward and slapped his palms on the table. “Well, we were wrong. The jets flew to a point in space, about three million miles from Prosperine’s sun, and held their position.”
Gareth whistled through his teeth. “As close as they could get, eh? Any nearer and they’d burn up.”
The Admiral nodded. “They stayed there a little over six hours, then hightailed it back to their mother ship.” He paused, looking up from the podium. “Then, five days ago, the jets stopped coming, and the mother ship disappeared.”
Jess emitted a nervous laugh. “What—were they hoping to find the Ark?” She folded her arms across her stomach. “Good luck with that. It blew up into a million pieces.”
“They found something.” Surprise made Hickory’s voice rise in pitch. She wondered what there could possibly have been left to salvage. She’d witnessed the Teacher’s spaceship, nicknamed the Ark, fly into Eridani’s corona where the temperature was over 35,000 degrees, Kelvin. The ship had lit up like a Roman candle. Jess was right, there couldn’t have been anything left to find. She felt a flare of anger tinged with guilt at the mere hint the Bikashi might think differently.
Jess gripped her wrist. “Take it easy, Hick. We don’t know whether they found anything. Maybe they simply got bored looking.” She shrugged at Gareth’s scornful face.
The Admiral stood and paced around the table. “I don’t think so, Jess—”
“They found the Sword.” Hickory completed her thought.
“The odds on that are a zillion to one,” said Gareth, shaking his head. “When the ship went nova, it was the equivalent of a thousand simultaneous nuclear explosions. Nothing could have survived. There wouldn’t be any wreckage.”
In the end, I left him to go to his death alone. She’d fought to stay with him, but her father had dragged her to safety.
The Admiral held up a hand to forestall further argument. “Normally, I’d agree with you, but we need to remember the Ark was constructed from materials unknown to us. The technology of its drive systems was incomprehensible—it still is. We’ve pored over the visual records left by the Ark builders and, to be honest, we’ve made little progress. We know the ship was designed to withstand extreme conditions—it was intended for a long space migration to New Prosperine, somewhere on the other side of the universe.”
He picked up the holoscreen remote and dimmed the lights. “I asked for a review of all the data we had on the Ark’s first and only flight. This is a recording from two hours after the Ark exploded. Look at the lower left corner of the projection, just… there.” He paused the video and waited for their reactions.
At first, Hickory could see nothing unusual.
Gareth shook his head, and Jess squinted, trying to make out anything other than the sun, its corona and the outlying stars.
“I’ll increase the magnification,” said the Admiral. “Now do you see it?”
Hickory’s heart missed a beat. She clutched at the emerald-encrusted crucifix around her neck. There, in the bottom left quadrant, was a point of light that shouldn’t have been there.
“What is that, some sort of computer glitch? A cyber ghost?” said Jess, pointing her finger at the screen.
“It’s a reflection,” said Gareth, awed. “A solid body of some sort, but too smooth for a meteor, eh?”
“It’s a life pod.” Hickory bit her lip, then coughed uncontrollably into her handkerchief.
The Admiral frowned at his stepdaughter, then his stern expression softened. “I’m sorry, Hickory. It’s a capsule, approximately five feet long by two in diameter at its widest point. It’s much too small to sustain organic life for very long. If you watch the recording again in real time, you’ll see it sparkle like a star. Or like a beacon.” He paused. “We think it’s some sort of black box, jettisoned by the Ark before it exploded.”
Hickory’s mind was in turmoil. No, you don’t know that! It might be Kar; he might have survived. But the spark of hope dimmed quickly in the face of the Admiral’s certainty. “You’re sure it couldn’t be a life pod?” Her hoarse whisper was lost amid Gareth’s outburst.
He jumped from his seat, his eyes wide and face flushed. “Where is it, is it here?” His eyes swiveled around the room as though expecting the pod to be displayed nearby.
“I wish it were,” said the Admiral. “But it’s gone, vanished, poof!” He snapped his fingers, then walked over to the side table and poured himself some coffee.
The three Alien Corps executives glanced at each other. “You think Kabutai has it, don’t you?” Jess asked.
The Admiral pressed his lips together and sipped his coffee. “It’s the logical explanation.” He shrugged and the others stared at him, waiting. He blew on his coffee before taking a second sip. A pink blush appeared above his collar. “You three have been through so much already, especially you, Gareth, after the treatment the Bikashi Commander, Vogel, dished out to you.” He paused, placing his cup on the table. “And you’re due to return to your regular post at the Alien Corps soon, Hickory, but if there’s the slightest chance the Bikashi have that capsule, we must make certain they don’t use it.
“The Ark builders were the furthest advanced of any people in the galaxy then and now, and their science is still centuries ahead of ours. If Kabutai manages to harness their technology, it will change the balance of power. I don’t want to be dramatic, but I’m talking a doomsday scenario.
“We must prevent that happening at all costs, but I can’t risk all-out war by sending in the troops, not yet anyway. This has to be a clandestine operation. You three are our most senior agents when it comes to dealing with the Bikashi. I would understand if you refused to go to Auriga, but…” He let the question hang in the air.
Hickory gripped her hands to stop them shaking. It’s big enough for the Sword, but not the Teacher. She replayed in her mind the last few moments of her final encounter with Vogel. The Sword had transformed him into a gigantic horror who’d only been destroyed because of an underhand attack on him by one of his own. But Vogel was no more, and neither was Thurle, his lieutenant. She looked up and realized the others were waiting.
#
Since the discovery of the prophecy that the Messiah would appear on distant planets prior to the end of days, the Alien Corps had encountered many false prophets and would-be redeemers throughout the galaxy, but never a true Messiah. Three years previously, a spiritual leader calling himself The Teacher was reported to be performing miracles on Prosperine—a medieval planet critically important to Earth and its allies.
Hickory was sent to investigate and had witnessed the Teacher’s last moments as he’d piloted the Segniori spaceship, the Ark, into the sun to prevent a massive explosion from destroying Prosperine. The resulting impact had triggered the onset of a nuclear fusion process in 28G Eridani’s core that would generate energy for hundreds of thousands of years.
As a result, Prosperine’s sun became a main sequence star once more, and the radiation that had been poisoning the planet’s atmosphere for the last several centuries ceased. Prosperine’s inhabitants would have eons of normal evolution to look forward to.
She wondered whether he had known. His sacrifice was intentional, of course. He’d planned to take the spacecraft far enough away from the planet to keep Prosperine safe from the blast, but did he realize crashing into the sun would provide his people with a future free from the crippling effects of their dying star? It was the question Hickory asked herself every day. She wanted it to be true because if he did know, then Philip’s prophecy was fulfilled. Kar was a Son of God, the savior of his people—like Jesus was on Earth. And she would follow him forever.
Hickory fingered the glittering crucifix dangling from her neck. The priceless jewel had been presented for distinguished service to Talya, her great grandmother, the co-discoverer of Philip’s prophecy, and the first female to join the Alien Corps. Hickory wore it as a talisman of sorts, but it was more than a lucky charm. It represented a connection with a heroic past and provided inspiration for her future.
She looked at the expectant faces of her friends and the others around the boardroom table. None of them really believed there was a God, except maybe Jess. They could be right. But if the quest that had driven the Alien Corps for almost a century was based on a fallacy, meaning the prophecy was a lie, then her work over the last ten years had been worthless. She couldn’t bring herself to believe it, not really, but she needed time to get her head straight. What was the point of her volunteering for an assignment that had little to do with the Alien Corps’ quest? Surely other operatives are better suited?
The Admiral shifted in his seat and glanced at Jess and Gareth. “Hickory, what do you say. Are you good to go?”
Hickory’s lips were dry. She tried to moisten them with her tongue, but it too had dried up.
“I… I don’t think I can,” she said. “Not now.




CHAPTER 2

Trinity

Hickory lounged beside the pool, sipping her morning coffee. She watched the two sunbirds search for nectar among the flowers on the nearby acacia bushes. Both were beautiful creatures, but the male with his glossy midnight-blue plumage was stunning. She followed the birds’ flight across the cloudless sky and lost them in the nearby rainforest. Their departure filled her with melancholy. She sighed. It would be a bad day.
It had already been six months since she’d arrived at this small coastal village in the far north of Queensland, and twenty-six weeks since she’d declined the mission to Auriga, the home planet of the Bikashi. She didn’t like letting the team down, but she couldn’t face the probability that the last glimmer of hope for the Teacher’s survival would be squashed if she went with them. Her mind insisted the Teacher was dead, but her heart argued if anything could come through that crash, it would be him. The response from her colleagues had surprised Hickory. Jess had hugged her, and Gareth had blustered something about all for one and one for all. Both had refused the Admiral’s request to take on the mission without her. After the Admiral gave up trying to convince them otherwise, Hickory realized she needed a break and called Prefect Cortherien, her boss at the Alien Corps, to request a sabbatical.
She’d come to Trinity hoping to find peace in solitude, a way to put the trauma of the Teacher’s death behind her. And there were days when she forced herself to forget, pushed aside for an hour or two the memory of Kar, his hands gently caressing her hair like the father she’d never known, and the compassion in his eyes when he looked at her. But afterward, as she lay in her bed, the same unanswerable questions came back to haunt her: If Philip’s prophecy is true, why, in a hundred years of searching, had the Corps found no evidence of any other Son of God? Kar had been the closest to it. She’d really believed he could have been the Messiah she and the Corps had been searching for. But Kar was dead, wasn’t he? So, what was the point in looking?
Often, she’d nod off into a fitful slumber only to start awake, prodded by resentment, envy, and self-pity. What the hell did I ever do to deserve this? She’d wasted her life chasing a myth. She’d seen others fall in love, Gareth and Jenny, Jess and Mack. She’d never come close to experiencing their depth of commitment and devotion to each other. Is it because they operated on my brain when I was a kid? Did they cut out some vital part that makes me human, feminine? Why do I ache so?
There were better times, days she treasured, when the colors and sounds, the damp smells of the tropics seemed to reflect his presence, the warmth of his love for all living things. But not today.
She felt Bonni snuggle up against her thigh, and she stroked the kelpie’s head. It placed its chin on her knee and gazed at her expectantly.
“Alright, dog. Get your lead and let’s go.”
The sheepdog jumped off the couch, wagging its tail.
The happiness displayed by the pup dispelled Hickory’s gloom. Bonni was a rescue dog, an unwanted Christmas present. She’d been discovered barking at a two-meter grass python in the nearby national park. The ranger drove her to the RSPCA where the vet adjudged she’d been mistreated and released into the rainforest to fend for herself. Why would someone do that? She couldn’t understand it, had never understood what made people cruel. Hickory had seen something in the dog’s eyes when she’d visited the kennels looking for a companion and adopted her. That was three months ago, and it had taken much of that time, going on long walks and playing games, for the dog to trust her.
Hickory changed into her tights, singlet, and running shoes and followed the dog out the front door. It was a Monday, and the beach was almost deserted. Northeast Australia had missed the worst ravages of the third world war, but not all. A century later and the Coral Sea was a sickly gray rather than the cobalt blue she appreciated in the pre-war paintings hanging in the local museum. Higher temperatures and humidity made life uncomfortable for most.
The dog and the woman ran side by side along the water’s edge to the southern tip of the inlet. Hickory climbed partway up the rocky cliffs to get a better view of the ocean. The Great Barrier Reef had all but disappeared at the turn of the century because of radioactive runoff and acid rain, but slowly the reef was being repopulated by corals, sea plants, and animal life. The fish were returning.
Hickory found it hard to comprehend that humankind had almost wiped themselves off the face of the planet because of religious differences. Philip’s Gospel had been certified by the Vatican as written by a contemporary of Jesus, but not everyone agreed. The prophecy contained therein said the Messiah would appear on many different worlds before returning to Earth, at which time the universe would be destroyed. Fundamentalists and xenophobes violently opposed the doctrine. Tensions among religious groups of all denominations rose to critical levels and ended in a nuclear war lasting ten years.
Population numbers had fallen to one-third, but once more were on the rise. Humanity would survive, and so would the planet, thanks to the foresight of the world government and their emphases on healing, education, and social services. There was a downside, of course. Not everyone was happy to pay the taxes necessary to give everybody, regardless of the circumstances of their birth, a fair shot at life. Others bemoaned the loss of privilege, free speech, and religious freedom, but mainly those were in the minority. Most people appreciated the war had been started by those things and were glad to see the back of them.
Hickory jogged to the small cafe on the corner of Vasey Esplanade and saw Kylie seated at a patio table waving to her. She groaned inwardly. Kylie was a well-intentioned but vacuous middle-aged lady she’d met on her morning walks not long after arriving at Trinity.
“Hi, gorgeous. Beautiful day for a run,” said Kylie, shading her eyes as she watched Hickory cross to her.
Hickory returned the smile. She’d noticed Kylie drinking by herself on more than one occasion and thought she must be lonely, despite being married with three kids. “Pleasant enough except for the midges. Mind if I join you?” She pulled out a chair and sat down, signaling to the waiter. “Do you want a refill?” she asked gesturing to Kylie’s empty glass.
“Oh, yes, definitely.” Kylie smiled at the waiter as he approached. “Two glasses of bubbly, please. Put it on my tab, there’s a dear.” Watching the waiter’s retreating back, she said, “Wouldn’t mind a gallop around the paddock with that one.” She laughed at Hickory’s raised eyes. “What? Don’t tell me you would knock him back if he gave you any encouragement. Anyway, I think he’s gay, so not much chance for either of us.” She made a rueful face.
Hickory laughed. “Honestly, Kylie. No one would take you for a married woman to hear you speak.”
“That’s the whole idea, honey. A girl has to keep her options open.”
Kylie was a strange one, thought Hickory. I’m pretty sure she’s in a happy marriage, yet she yearns for adventure. A whiff of duplicity reached her, and she shut down her empathic sense. She didn’t really want to know if Kylie was having an affair.
Hickory was a neoteric, one of few born in the dark ages following the war who carried the mutant empathy gene. In its embryonic form, the mutation allowed her to sense the emotions of people, and she could tell when they were lying or evading the truth merely by hearing them speak. Her powers had matured on the first Prosperine mission when she’d defeated the rebel armies and lifted the siege of Avanaux by summoning the flying lizards—the Charakai—to scatter the Bikashi ground forces. Later, she’d used it to hold back the malevolent Riv-Amok from terrorizing the citizens of Erlach. On her third mission, she’d linked minds with her father and the Teacher to probe the operating systems of the Ark in the forlorn hope they could defuse the bomb before it destroyed the alien spaceship.
That same link let her share the last moments of the Teacher’s journey before the connection was severed. The experience had been so painful to her, she’d sworn never again to use her neoteric powers to look into the minds of others or to communicate telepathically to influence their decisions.
She realized Kylie was appraising her and forced herself back to the present. “Uh, sorry, Kylie. Daydreaming.”
Kylie cocked her head while raising her eyebrows. “You do a lot of woolgathering, honey. Too much if you ask me. You’d be much better off living in the present rather than being stuck in the past. I think something terrible must have happened to you.” She nodded thoughtfully, then brightened again. “As well as having kissed the Blarney Stone, honey, I’m a damned good listener. You can talk to me about anything. It might help.” She spread her hands in invitation.
Hickory pressed her lips together, suppressing the urge to tell all. How could she unburden herself to Kylie, tell her about Kar, the alien who meant more to her than any human ever had? She was a stranger, more or less, and could never understand the emotional impact his death had on her, which was a good thing. She’d kept herself isolated from Jess and Gareth for the same reason. She didn’t want pity. She’d switched off her SIM to avoid communicating with the outside world and managed to suppress her empathic talents. There was no need for these things in Trinity Beach. She could find out all she needed to know by going to the local pub.
She smiled at her friend. Kylie meant well, but how could she share her feelings when she would barely admit them to herself? “Thanks for the offer, but I’ve got to go now. Perhaps another time?” She clipped the lead onto Bonni’s collar and stood.
“Anytime, gorgeous.”
#
Hickory ignored the dilapidated warning sign printed in English and German and sprinted barefoot across the hot sand with Bonni by her side. Sightings of “Salties,” as the locals affectionately referred to saltwater crocodiles, were rare, and she’d never seen one in all her time at Trinity. She splashed through the shallows until the water lapped at her waist, then dived under a wave enjoying the thrill of the foam churning over her head. She surfaced, pulling herself through the water with crisp overhead strokes and kicking legs.
After a hundred yards, she flipped onto her back and floated, letting the current carry her. It was peaceful out here; she and Bonni had the sea to themselves. She spotted a young couple strolling along the edge of the waves, hand in hand, oblivious to anything except each other. Good luck to them.
The sky had turned overcast, and she could see a rain front approaching. She rolled over and kicked on. On a good day, she would swim as far as Yorkie’s Knob and back. A quick sprint to the point will do, today. She glanced over her shoulder. Bonni lagged behind, gamely paddling to catch up. I’ll catch her on the way back.
The one-meter swell and a stiff breeze in her face made the going difficult. She looked over her shoulder again and saw Bonni rise on the crest of a wave then disappear. Treading water, she waited until Bonnie re-emerged, then shouted at the dog to make for the shore, but the pup ignored her and struggled on. Cursing, she struck out toward her. The dog’s head remained above water, and she could see the laughter in her eyes as she swam closer.
The clouds hung low overhead, and thunder rolled in the distance. Hickory was almost there. She reached out to grab the dog, but it disappeared. What? At first, she thought the pup was playing with her and turned full circle, thinking the kelpie would bob up behind, but she saw no sign of her.
The rain fell hard and fast now, pummeling her face. She ducked beneath the waves to see if she could spot the pup and entered a world of silent turmoil. The approaching storm was reflected in the churning of the surface above her, and she had to fight the strength of the current to avoid being dragged out to sea. There was a sense of being in an alien environment, equally as strange as any planet she had been to. The water was murky with sand and torn seaweed, and a few small fish fled past her, heading shoreward to safety. Hickory couldn’t see any sign of Bonni, and she resurfaced, sucking in air.
Lightning flashed, illuminating the darkness, and she caught sight of her pet about fifty yards away being lifted on the crest of a wave only to disappear below the surface once more. She realized the kelpie was being dragged parallel to the beach by a strong rip and set out after her. It took less than a minute to reach the spot, and she treaded water, scanning the surrounding area.
She felt something brush her foot and dived, thinking it was the dog. A flash of lightning illuminated the murky depths and she glimpsed the dark shadow of a fifteen-foot crocodile, propelling itself through the water towards her and Bonni. Her breath exploded in a mass of bubbles, and she kicked to the surface.
“Bonni!”
Ten feet away, the waves erupted as her pet was pushed clear with one back leg trapped in the jaws of the reptile. 
Frantic, Hickory flailed the water and screamed, desperate to distract the creature. The Saltie seemed to watch her with one unblinking eye. It flipped Bonni into the air and caught her in its jaws then devoured it as she watched, the dog’s blood staining the water all around.
Terror gripped Hickory. Her arms and legs thrashed the water wildly as she scrambled back to shore, expecting with each passing moment to feel the snap of teeth clamp onto her legs.
Finally, she touched the sandy floor and staggered to her feet, glancing behind her. The crocodile was coming for her, its tail swaying back and forth, driving it through the water. Hickory sprinted from the shallows and ran a hundred yards to the embankment. Her foot caught on a piece of driftwood and she tumbled headlong to the grass, quivering with shock. Flipping onto her back, she scrambled up the slope using her hands and heels like a crab. Her eyes flitted left and right seeking her pursuer, but the crocodile was gone.
#
That night Hickory sat on the patio watching the fury of the tropical storm. She drank the best part of a bottle of Shiraz then dragged herself to bed, but sleep wouldn’t come. She sat on the mattress edge, staring at her feet. Guilt clung to her like a limpet. I could have saved her.
Why didn’t I use my telepathic gift to turn the crocodile away… Why? She asked the question over and over but found no answer to explain her response to the reptile’s presence. Was I so terrified of that creature? She shivered at the memory of Bonni’s eyes locked onto hers while she was being eaten alive. She’d felt more afraid today than the first time she’d seen the Riv-Amok—a malevolent creature, winged like a bat with a long neck at one end and a tail stretching out behind.
Its scream was the sound of crackling lightning and rolling thunder.
“God protect us.” Jess crossed herself as the monster flew over their heads.
Hickory wrapped a cloak around her body. “Everyone, get under your cloaks and don’t move no matter what.”
Gareth’s face was pale but his voice was resolute. “Shouldn’t we fight?”
“Not unless you are prepared to die,” said Jakah, the Dark Sun, covering his immobile partner. “Camouflage is our best defense.”
Jakah was right, thought Hickory. They had no chance against this monster. She and Jess held each other tightly and lay motionless on the floor of the ravine.
The screech echoed in her mind. “Murderer! I see you. I will rend and tear you.”
The creature tried to frighten her into revealing their hiding place. Hickory concentrated on blocking its probing. It was a supreme effort of will for her to remain still.
The creature flew overhead, then banked and flew back to the native village. The Sri-Kanath scattered, running in all directions. The beast screeched with rage and soared to the ground, snatching two in its gigantic claws and scooping up another in its jaws.
The derisive snort of the animal penetrated Hickory’s mind; “Better these than none.”
Poor Bonni. Hickory drifted half-way to a troubled sleep. She tossed and turned, and her brow creased as she sought to expel the guilt from her conscience, but it returned, opening a wound that had never healed.
Why would you be concerned about abandoning the dog? You killed your own son, you callous bitch.
Hickory turned away, her arm swinging in an effort to make contact with the invisible torturer, her own mind. “It’s not true, I…I was barely eight weeks pregnant at the time.”
And you sacrificed your son’s life to protect a worthless, pointless career.
“I was young and foolish, desperate to right a wrong. I didn’t understand the harm I would do.”
But you didn’t tell Jacob. Didn’t give him a chance to accept his son.
“He didn’t deserve to know! He was married with children. Jacob was a selfish monster.”
No more monster than you. The voice of her conscience was scathing. Your child, and your pet, both victims of your own self-importance. You could have saved your unborn child at least.
“No. It didn’t happen like that. I needed to track down Crxtor Aliaq, don’t you understand? I was to blame for losing him in the first place. I needed to make amends.”
Was being a Lieutenant in the Alien Corps so vital to you?
“Lives depended on me. I was the only one who could track Aliaq down.”
He was only weeks old. You had a duty of care.
“You don’t understand. I was the sole neoteric on the planet. I had to find him.”
And because of your ambition, you lost your child.
“Swamp fever caused me to miscarry.”
And you lost your son.
“I lost my son!”
Hickory sat up abruptly, holding her head to stop the pain. The morning sun shone bright, heralding a new dawn, but her brow was wet with perspiration. She’d had similar dreams since the ill-fated Aquarius IV mission, but none so intense. After she’d found the lifeless body of Crxtor Aliaq, she'd spent weeks in self-recrimination, trudging through swamps and jungles, fruitlessly chasing up clues to his assassination. When she returned to Earth, physically and emotionally exhausted, Cortherien had fired her. She’d never allowed herself to grieve the loss of what might have been.
She felt calmer after her shower and called airline reservations, ate a quick breakfast, and then finally said goodbye to the sunbirds. She took a cab to the airport and boarded the plane to New Rome.
#
From her vantage point on the balcony of her grandmother’s apartment, Hickory sipped her homemade latte and watched the pedestrians in the street below out for their morning stroll.
She’d arrived the previous evening and thrown herself into her grandma’s arms. Maria had listened to her incoherent babbling about the dog for ten minutes, made her a mug of cocoa, her universal remedy for all disasters, and sent her to bed.
Hickory felt embarrassed about her earlier outburst. Bonni’s death and the nightmare of her early pregnancy loss had continued to prey on her mind all the way from Trinity. Regret over what she saw as a life devoted to duty rather than family had followed. She snorted. Family. What kind of mother would I have made? I have no idea how to be a mother. I can only imagine the sort of kids I would bring up.
Excited shouts from the road below interrupted her meanderings. She leaned over the balcony to see what the fuss was about. Probably some youngsters getting themselves into trouble. There they go, running down the footpath helter-skelter. Except these were a bit older than kids—teenagers or in their early twenties—and they looked scared.
Sounds of pursuit drifted up to her. A posse of black-shirted police ran past, their boots clattering on the tarmac and their batons drawn. Hickory felt confused. Crime was still a problem in the twenty-third century, but nothing compared to pre-war levels. And this was daylight. What offense had these youngsters committed to warrant this? A shot rang out, and she leaped from her chair. One of the kids had fallen to the ground. A girl with her hair pulled back from her temples stopped to drag the wounded boy to his feet, and they ran, following their friends into a nearby alley.
Hickory’s grandmother rushed in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel. “What’s going on, what’s happened?”
Hickory ground her teeth and gestured at the road. “They, they…” She shook her head, unable to find any good reason for what she’d seen, but angry anyway. “I don’t know. The police were chasing a bunch of kids. One boy threw a stone at them, and a peace officer drew his pistol and shot him. Can you believe that?”
Maria put a hand to her mouth and lowered her voice. “This isn’t the first time this sort of thing has happened. Something is wrong with our system. The police shouldn’t be shooting at children.” She leaned over the balcony to look, but the street was empty.
Hickory placed her arm in her grandmother’s and led her inside. “Nonna, I need to talk to you about something.” The police shooting at the young people had somehow brought the tragedy of her lost pregnancy back to her mind. “I’m a mess.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what I’m doing with my life. I feel as though there’s no purpose to it anymore. I did once, you know I did, but…”
They sat side by side on the settee and Maria patted her hand. “Shoosh, gattina. Whatever is troubling you, worrying about it will only make it worse. Tell me what’s happened.”
Hickory looked into the crinkled face of her grandma and dissolved into tears. “Oh, Nonna, I feel so wretched.” She talked about the fateful first mission on Aquarius IV where she had miscarried. She told of the terrifying death of Bonni, and her weakness in the face of the crocodile attack. Finally, she spoke of her feelings for Kar and how his death had affected her. “I just wonder what the point of it all is. I think I’ve been chasing a pipe dream all these years.”
Maria shook her head and let out a heavy sigh. “Hickory, everybody has doubts. Do you think you’re any different from anyone else?”
Her granddaughter returned a rueful smile. “To be honest, I always thought so. I didn’t make friends growing up because I didn’t want anyone finding out how different I was. They thought me freaky enough.”
“No, Hickory. Listen to me. You were a special child in many ways, but that’s not what I’m talking about. The feelings you have are common in people your age.” She raised her hand as Hickory tried to interject. “The reason you feel lost and hurt may be different from others, but most people regret something they did or failed to do, and most don’t even know what.”
Hickory wasn’t convinced. “You think so, Nonna? I see a lot of happy men and women in the world. I’m sure they don’t feel the way I do.”
“They do, Hickory.” Her grandmother pressed her lips together and frowned at her over her glasses. “Think about what just happened outside. Our society places severe restrictions on individual freedom, supposedly for the greater good. Those kids are young enough to care, and they want to do something about it, but many people live lives of quiet desperation without even knowing why. At least, you know why.”
“Do I, Nonna?” Hickory’s shoulders slumped. She felt more confused than when she’d arrived.
Her grandmother drew closer and placed an arm around her. “You’ve experienced several traumatic events that have caused you to doubt the value of your work at the Agency. I don’t understand all the details, but that’s the gist of it, yes?”
A tear escaped Hickory’s eye. She brushed it roughly away. That was the start of it. Then came the regrets. If she hadn’t dedicated herself to the Corps, she could have led a more normal life. The surgeons had done a brilliant job to minimize her neoteric impulses. It was the circumstances of her mission to Prosperine that had awakened them. If she hadn’t gone, she might have found someone to love and even had a family. “That’s the gist of it, Nonna.”
Maria tutted and patted her shoulder.
Hickory leaned towards her and allowed herself the comfort of her grandmother’s embrace. “One thing I do know,” she said. “I won’t solve my problems or find meaning in my life by moping around here.




CHAPTER 3

The Admiral

The insistent beeping of the holoscreen woke Hickory. She shook the fuzziness from her head and stared at the monitor, her eyes bleary from lack of sleep. Another weird dream. Kar and Vogel were in her thoughts often, but this was the first time in two years she’d dreamed of Jacob. Must have been the alcohol. She’d spent the previous night in the company of several of her work colleagues from the Academy. Her friend, Katrina, had announced her engagement to marry, and a few of the staff had gone out to celebrate. It was a big night, and she’d kicked on with one of the male lecturers, making the round of pubs and nightclubs until after four a.m..
He’d asked to see her home, and she’d invited him in for a nightcap. They sat on the lounge drinking red wine and talking, and then he’d leaned over and kissed her.
She groaned as she recalled his fumbling efforts to undo her bra. She’d almost let herself go with it before she remembered he was married, like Jacob. She’d shown him the door with a warning she would inform his wife if he tried anything like it again. Then she’d lain on her bed and cried herself to sleep.
Ignoring the recorded call signal, Hickory crawled out of bed, wiped the mascara from her eyes, and splashed some water on her face. In the kitchen, she loaded the blender with fresh fruit and yogurt. This was a daily ritual, her own little rebellion against bland, pre-processed, pre-packaged food that was the norm these days. She carried the frosty glass back to the lounge and swallowed two analgesics.
The night’s celebrations had left her feeling unsettled. She was happy for Katrina, if a little envious. Her fiancé seemed a nice guy. Made for each other. Hickory wondered if she would ever find a soul mate. It’s my own fault. I’ve never made the time to look, not really.
There were men she’d been attracted to, where the chemistry had bubbled for a while. She’d taken some of them to her bed, but it never lasted more than a few months. Once, when she’d had too much to drink, she’d kissed a girl and found it a pleasurable experience, but she’d never felt any serious attraction to the same sex. Until now, Hickory had never regretted her decision to pursue a career. Her work had seemed important. There was meaning to what she did. Hickory laughed bitterly. Ridiculous. She pressed play on the remote.
The Admiral’s face flickered onto the screen. “Hickory—are you there? Pick up, damn it. I need to speak with you. We’ve got a problem.”
We’ve always got a problem, murmured Hickory to herself. It would be a shock if you called just
to say hello. She switched off the message and carried her juice out to the balcony. It was six a.m., and already New Rome was abuzz with people heading off to work. The United World Government had rebuilt the city after the war to showcase the new order. Most of the original buildings were so damaged they’d been demolished, but landmarks such as the Coliseum and the Pantheon had been restored to their original glory and were now surrounded by green parkland.
Hickory wasn’t sure if the UWG had achieved its aim. The city looked clean, but perhaps sterile was a better description. In their determination to present a brave new world, she felt they’d left behind some of the best culture and traditions the past had to offer. It made the place seem a little less human.
The scene she’d witnessed outside her grandmother’s apartment continued to bother her. On the surface, people appeared free to follow their own path, provided they remained within the confines of the law. Individual human rights were ranked behind the rights of society as a whole, but discrimination based on color, sex, or sexual preference had more or less been eradicated. Government policy was promulgated by the state-owned press. Hate broadcasts were banned and perpetrators punished by extensive re-education in state institutions; “constructive” criticism of government performance was permitted, but open dissent or membership of secret cabals carried a death sentence. Sometimes it was difficult to know where the line was drawn.
She mulled over whether she should go for a run along the Tiber before heading off to the Academy. The exercise would clear her head, but Cortherien had reinstated her as senior lecturer only two weeks previously, and she didn’t want to keep her students waiting. Reluctantly, she finished her juice, returned to the holoscreen, and pressed the connection to her adoptive father.
George Sebastian Lace looked relieved to see her. A wide grin lit up his face. “Hickory! Thank God you’re there. I thought you must have gone off on sabbatical again.”
“I called as soon as I woke up, Admiral.”
The Admiral drew his eyebrows together. “Still have that fantastic sense of humor, I see.” He paused, and Hickory could see him take a deep breath. “Sorry. Things have been a bit tense here lately. How are you and Jack getting along?”
Hickory recognized the attempt to introduce a lighter note into the conversation. It was a peace offering of sorts, but it was also a deliberate ploy to ingratiate himself. He needed her. A faint tic of the eye betrayed him. Something serious had cropped up, and it had the admiral worried.
She almost felt sorry for him. His life as a career officer in the navy had left little room for a personal life. She opened her mouth then pressed her lips together in a thin red line. He’s made his choices, as have I.
For the first twenty-two years of her life, Hickory believed the Admiral to be her father. Then, following her first mission for the Corps, he’d told her he’d married her widowed mother after her husband, Jack, had died in a car accident. She was adopted, he said.
On Hickory’s last mission to Prosperine, she’d discovered Jack was still alive. Hickory worked out that the Admiral had helped him escape capture for a treasonable crime. Her birth father had fled Earth and donned the persona of Professor Markhov, an expert in alien archaeology. Hickory felt there was much more to that story she hadn’t yet heard.
Jack was an empath too, and they dined together on the first of each month. They’d become friends, but she didn’t have strong familial feelings toward him
“Just fine,” she said.
The Admiral’s hand reached for the controls. “Get dressed. I’ll send a shuttle to fetch you. We have a meeting aboard the Prince of Wales, eight o’clock sharp.”
As soon as the screen went blank, Hickory punched in Cortherien’s address but received a busy signal. She left a message to call her back and put the coffee on to brew.
#
Eight o’clock. She fidgeted in her seat, waiting for Cortherien’s call. Her father, whom she always thought of as the Admiral, with a capital A, was an enigma to her. For ten years, until she was called up for the Prosperine expedition, the only communication she’d received from him had been an occasional birthday card with his name printed on it. She hadn’t heard a thing from him since her return to Earth until this morning’s call. She wondered what he had in store for her. It’ll be a spy mission to some forsaken corner of the Universe, I bet. I just hope it’s not jungle. God, I hate jungle.
Hickory was six years old when he left her and her brother Michael to be raised by his sister, Maddie.
 No wonder I was such a basket case as a kid.
By the age of thirteen, Hickory had developed into a talented gymnast and was selected for the USA team to train for the 2124 Olympic Games. Her emotional growth from child to adult had been sporadic, however. I was a self-centered brat. Perhaps if my mother hadn’t died giving birth to Michael, things would have been different… or if the Admiral had shown me any paternal feelings, he might have kept me on track. But she knew those were glib excuses which ignored the real problem. The rare mutation she’d been born with had given her enhanced empathic awareness, and she’d been quick to take advantage of it.
#
Sandra had been Hickory’s rival in the gymnastics team, and she’d bullied and teased her about her boyish figure all year. For months, she’d mocked her, saying none of the red-blooded boys in the team would be remotely interested in Hickory, least of all her Lochie.
Sandra’s groupies had sniggered and whispered together, casting dirty looks at the redhead who had developed a reputation as a weirdo, preferring the quiet of her bedroom to the adolescent chatter of the girls’ locker room and their preoccupation with boys and sex.
The girl had demurred when Hickory first proposed a test, but the others had coaxed her into it. “It’ll be a blast. Lochie will laugh at her.”
But Hickory had endured enough. She figured it was time to teach the bitch a lesson, and what better way to do it?
“Do you truly love me?” she’d whispered into Lochie’s ear. Hickory knew he didn’t, but she liked the power that came from turning the fourteen-year-old wild with her wet tongue and light finger strokes running up and down his thigh. She sensed the buildup of desire. Soon it would overwhelm him, and he would reach for her immature breasts.
She’d smiled to herself, pleased. So much for you, Sandra Stevenson.
Sandra had watched them from the other side of the glass paneled door, and the look on her face had been worth zillions.
“I truly, truly love you.” Lochie’s face had been hot, and he’d licked his lips.
Hickory walked her fingers a few steps higher up the boy’s thigh. From listening to the girlish gossip, she’d known a gradual advance to a boy’s sex organ was guaranteed to drive him wild. “But what about Sandra,” she’d said. “Don’t you love her?”
Lochie had shaken his head so hard she’d thought he might cause himself brain damage. “Sandra means nothing to me. She’s a silly girl.”
Curious as to what all the fuss was about, Hickory had let him place his hand on her breast, which was the moment Sandra and her friends had burst through the door.
#
After that, the girls had given Hickory a wide berth, but she had learned the power of her gift.
She became an instant cause-célèbre when she won her two gold medals, but the constant round of civic receptions and publicity was tough for the teenager to handle. By the time she turned fifteen, Hickory’s spontaneous piggybacking onto other people's feelings had reached the point where she had trouble distinguishing which thoughts and emotions were her own.
Eventually, she’d suffered a nervous breakdown and was admitted to a private psychiatric hospital in New York. There, she’d been hooked up to PORO, the Proto-sentient Objective Reasoning Organism, and surgeons from around the world had probed her mind via the bio-computer. They applied patches and created new gateways in her brain that allowed her to better control the intensity of her empathic responses.
She worried about it now. Since Prosperine, she’d noticed a gradual slackening of that control. Maybe the surgical solution has broken down.
#
The holoscreen beeped, and Cortherien’s skull-like face smiled out at her. As usual, he sat behind his nineteenth-century walnut writing table, smoking one of his trademark Sobranie cigarettes. “Hickory, good to see you, and congratulations on your promotion, by the way. Very well deserved. How’s your recuperation coming along?”
Hickory sipped her coffee. It was good, the best in New Rome. “On track. The M.O.’s given me a clean bill of health. I’m ready to resume active duty.” She smiled. “Whenever you’re ready.”
“Had enough of teaching?” Cortherien grinned.
She kept her face straight and sank into her chair with her hands clasped together. “The kids are good, quick to learn, and desperate to get off to Prosperine for their final year of practical. No, I enjoy teaching, but I admit I miss the excitement of the field.” She allowed a smile to creep across her mouth. “Actually, I thought the Admiral might have spoken to you.”
“No, but I do know he’s expecting you shortly. How do you feel about working with him again?” He drew the smoke into his lungs and let it emerge with apparent satisfaction.
Hickory shrugged. “I’m not sure why he wants me. Do I have any choice?”
“I’d like to think I could bring some influence to bear, but unfortunately it’s out of my hands. I had the Politburo on the phone when you called. They suggested, without telling me much, of course, the Bikashi have become a serious threat to Earth’s security. They left me in no doubt that neither you nor I have much say in the matter.”
Every human had cause to know the Bikashi. Earth and Auriga had been enemies for a long time. Many years before, the planet had been admitted to the allied federation, but the Bikashi had lied, cheated, and schemed so much they’d been thrown out. Since then, there’d been ongoing conflict with several full-scale battles and hundreds of dead on both sides. The affair on Prosperine was just one instance. Many believed it only a matter of time before the Federated planets and Auriga were engaged in all-out war. But why were Earth’s Politburo the ones making the request?
Hickory filled in what she knew. “Two years ago, Bikashi jets were conducting daily sorties to the Eridanus sector. We thought they’d found some wreckage from the Ark, maybe even its black box. My guess is the Admiral has new intelligence that has the NWG worried.” Hickory’s heart rate zoomed out of control, then instantly plummeted as common sense prevailed. Kar is dead.
It has to be the Sword. But if the Sword survived, was it possible the Teacher could still be alive, too?
How stupid can you be, girl! He died in a massive nuclear explosion. But the last words he’d spoken persisted in her mind. Be at peace and know I will be with you, always.
She caught Cortherien’s worried look and nodded. “I’ll keep you informed.”




CHAPTER 4

The Bikashi

Hickory stepped out of the planetfall elevator and strode along the corridor to the welcome room of the Prince of Wales. It was a strange feeling after so long to be once more aboard the Admiral’s flagship. Her eyes softened when she saw Jess and Gareth, the two members of her unit and her best friends. She let out a long breath. Would they hate her for cutting them off the way she had? She didn’t mean for them to be hurt, but she’d needed a break from everything and everyone associated with the mission—she simply couldn’t face being reminded of Kar every day.
Jess jumped into the air and clapped her hands, letting out an excited squeal, while Gareth walked towards her, hands extended. “Captain,” he said. “Great to see you.” His eyes searched her from head to toe and back. “You’re looking good.” He wrapped her in his arms and was joined by Jess.
“Hick, my God. You haven’t changed a bit.” She kissed her on the cheek.
Hickory stared. “Well, you have,” she said. “How far along?”
Jess giggled. “I knew you’d guess. Twelve weeks.”
“What?” said Gareth. “You’re pregnant, and you didn’t tell me?”
Jess blushed, glancing at each of them in turn. “I was going to, then I heard we were all meeting up, and I decided to wait until we were together.”
“Well, this calls for a celebration. How is Mack handling it?”
“My husband is, as you’d expect, delighted but very protective. I would have had a heck of a job convincing him I should come here if it weren’t for the directive from the Politburo.”
Hickory smiled. “And he’s right, of course. Anyway, there might not be a mission after we talk with the Admiral. I’m still to be convinced any of us should risk our lives on this venture even if the Politburo says so, especially now.” She nodded at Jess’s almost insignificant baby bump then hugged her tight “It’s such a precious gift.” Hickory’s joy at Jess’s condition quashed the slight stab of envy, but she couldn’t help feeling some misgivings about Jess’s vulnerability on a rugged mission.
Jess and Gareth stared after her as she headed towards the briefing room.
#
“There’s someone I’d like you to meet,” said the Admiral. “He contacted me on my private line a few weeks ago with some intel on the Bikashi. I’ve had it checked out, and I believe it’s genuine, but best if you hear what he has to say firsthand.” He flicked a switch on the lectern, and the door to the office slid open. “Come in, Sikona,” he said, waving his hand.
Three pairs of eyes widened like owls as an alien strode into the room and took up a position beside the Admiral. He was over seven feet tall, with a broad, muscular chest, narrow waist and hips, and trunk-like legs. His eyes blinked like a lizard’s, and his mouth was a slit below a twitching snout in a chinless head. The skin covering the alien’s face and hands was rough like the hide of an elephant, only darker. Incongruously, he wore the uniform of a space marine, except he carried no weapons.
Hickory’s heart pounded, but Gareth was the first out of his seat. “Bikashi?” His face twisted in rage and he reached for his blaster, found it wasn’t there, and clenched his hand into a fist. He took a half-step forward.
“Stay where you are, Blanquette, or I’ll put you in jail to cool your head.” The Admiral’s voice was stern, but Gareth seemed oblivious to it.
Jess grabbed hold of his arm and held him back. “It’s not Vogel. This one’s much younger,” she hissed in his ear.
Jess was right, thought Hickory. The alien appeared lighter and slimmer than the Bikashi who’d tortured Gareth physically and emotionally for weeks, experimenting on him to the point where Gareth almost lost his sanity. But he’s still the enemy. “What’s he doing here?” She couldn’t believe the Admiral would admit a hostile to his flagship.
“Sikona will be your guide on Auriga.”
“Wh— No way,” spluttered Gareth.
“That doesn’t make sense,” said Jess.
“Admiral, we can’t trust him. He’s a Bikashi.” Hickory stated the obvious. Take along someone with knowledge of Auriga, yes; but she couldn’t fathom why the Admiral would think to put an Aurigan on the team.
The Admiral’s eyes narrowed. He raised his hands to stop the clamor of complaints. “That’s my decision, Captain. You’ll get your chance to ask any question you wish, but before you say anything, I want you to hear Sikona’s story.” He motioned to the alien, who stood ramrod straight with his hands clasped behind his back.
He spoke in surprisingly good English with only a slight accent that Hickory couldn’t place. “My name is Sikona, son of Ravitik, son of Marerav. I am a class three worker at the spaceport in Kaffur.” He paused, his eyes flicking shut briefly. “Or at least I was until my Directorate took away my working privilege.” He met the eyes of each. “I am not a thief. But on Auriga, to be branded as such is enough to ostracize you from your class. The Crazket, enforcers of the law, removed me from my home and family and took me to a desert camp where I lived side by side with the scum of society.” His eyes, the most expressive part of him, were like pools of crude oil, his disgust at being forced to live as such, plain-even on his alien features. “They stamped the mark of disgrace on my forehead.” His hand touched the irregular scar above his nose. “And they left me with nothing.”
“Don’t tell me—now you’re looking for revenge, eh?” Gareth’s voice was scathing. “From all I’ve learned about the Bikashi, what you describe is common enough, and the Bikashi code of honor would never allow you to betray your own people for something so trivial.”
“Let him speak.” Hickory’s intuition caught an air of tragedy surrounding this alien. There is more to his story.
Sikona’s eyes blinked and he nodded at Gareth. “You are correct, earthman. The Bikashi way is harsh and unforgiving, but some things are acceptable, and others are not. I endured my banishment, unjust though it was. For two years, I lived from hand to mouth begging for scraps from strangers. Then, a friend at the camp told me my Directorate had been murdered and his brother, one by the name of Jolphyr, had replaced him as Science Directorate. The talk around camp said Jolphyr was the leader of a gang of insurrectionists intent on seizing political control, and he’d arranged his own brother’s killing to facilitate that—”
Hickory interrupted. “Is such a thing possible on Auriga? My understanding is the Warlord is all-powerful, his position unassailable.”
“Normally, that is so. But Kabutai is old and will leave no heirs. And Jolphyr is ambitious as well as ruthless. Even so, I did not immediately accept the rumors but followed his deeds from afar. I witnessed him systematically rid himself of all in his employ not of his beliefs and arm those who were loyal. Jolphyr turned out to be very like his brother. He intimidated the families of any who might prove dangerous to his cause.
“My father was an honest farmer, but blunt. When he spoke out against him, Jolphyr had my mother flogged and afterward gave her to his men as a plaything. He threw her into the street after his men were done with her. Ravitik showed courage and demanded the authorities give him justice. Five days later, a gang of Jolphyr’s thugs hanged him in the public square. His dead body was cut into pieces and fed to the wild Predirs. Jolphyr denied accountability. My mother died a few months later. I do not know whether my sister suffered a similar fate. In all this time, the Crazket did nothing to stop him.”
His face had remained impassive throughout, but Hickory could feel the turmoil and anguish within.
He stared at Hickory. “Some things are not acceptable.”
Hickory shook her head. “I believe you speak the truth, but not all the truth. There is another chapter to your tale.”
Gareth’s top lip curled. “I knew it, eh? You Bikashi can’t lie straight in bed. You’re no different from the rest of them, are you?”
Hickory glanced at her stepfather. If Gareth didn’t rein in his consuming hatred of the Bikashi, there was little chance the Admiral would allow him to join the mission. And she already had a feel for how imperative it was they all go. “Gareth…”
Gareth’s head jerked to Hickory, and the fire left his eyes. “My apologies, Cap. I lost it for a second. You know how hard it is to trust anything a Bikashi says, but if you figure he’s telling us the truth, that’s good enough for me. Just so long as you don’t expect me to share a room with him.”
Hickory shared a smile with Jess. They both knew if it came to it, Gareth would share a bed with the devil on her say-so.
“When you heard about the death of your parents, what did you do?” asked Jess.
The Bikashi’s eyes flickered. “I was…advised…to flee the city, but I realized nowhere within the shield-wall of Kaffur was safe for me, so I smuggled aboard an outbound freighter the first chance I got then jumped ship and headed for the Janus system. That was where I met the Dark Suns.”
The Dark Suns. Memories of her two dead friends coursed through Hickory. Jakah and Saurab had been members of the notorious smuggler group. Both were with her on the mission to Erlach, and both were killed by the rampaging Riv-Amok in the city of Kandromena. She missed their companionship and their dry humor.
Gareth stirred in his chair.
Hickory recalled he hadn’t trusted Jakah or Saurab either at first, but even he had to admit they’d proved true.
Gareth glanced at Hickory, then asked the Admiral, “Sir, how did Sikona come to find out about this top-secret mission?”
The Admiral straightened in his seat and joined his hands together. “Luck, really. We were on a routine patrol and came across a fleet of Dark Suns sniffing around Prosperine. He was among the mob we picked up. I was intrigued to find a Bikashi working with the Suns, and even more surprised when he told me about a space capsule the Bikashi navy had brought home with them to Auriga. We went from there.”
Hickory’s pulse raced. She stared at the Admiral, flustered. “Sir, is this the same capsule from the Arc? Was it intact?” What if the Teacher was inside after all?
Sikona interrupted. “I have not seen the capsule, but others have. One who works in the factory said his master believes there is a weapon of great power inside, another told me it contains the remains of an ancient warrior. The supreme command has taken great interest in it, but at the time I left Auriga, it remained unopened.”
A guess, or do they know something we don’t? “So, you’re looking for revenge? You plan to kill this Jolphyr?”
“With your help.” The Bikashi glanced at the Admiral, who nodded.
“That’s the deal, Hickory. Sikona will guide you across the desert and farmlands and past the outcast townships as far as the gates of Kaffur. After that, you go your own way. You find the Sword and Sikona will attend to his business.”
#
After the meeting closed, Hickory gathered Sikona, Jess, and Gareth around a table for some preliminary planning discussions.
“We have to be mad, all of us.” Gareth shook his head, still trying to come to terms with their decision to take on the mission to Auriga. “Talk about going into the lion’s den, eh? And why? On the remote possibility the Sword of Connat survived a nuclear explosion.” He snorted.
Hickory understood. It was natural Gareth would feel dubious about the prospect of infiltrating the Bikashi capital. But they were all worried, she as much as anyone. The Admiral had finally laid out the plan. Go to Auriga, get the Sword, bring it back. Easy for him to say.
“I don’t suppose Auriga will be any more dangerous than radiation paradise,” said Jess, referring to Prosperine. “I doubt we’ll meet any carnivorous plants or violators.”
Gareth’s eyes lit up. “Oh, those guys were just pets, mother. Mind you, I don’t think they appreciated having their tongues ripped out.”
All three grinned. Jess’s last gasp defense, when attacked by the soot-black violators, had taken on the mantle of legend between them.
The Bikashi had been listening to them in silence, and now said, “There are many hazards on Auriga, including marauding wolf-dogs and radiation sickness, but the biggest danger is to underestimate the magnitude of the challenge we face.”
Hickory pursed her lips. Not much chance of that as far as I’m concerned. Although it doesn’t seem to be worrying the others.
Jess glanced at him sideways. “Perhaps you could tell us more about your planet, Sikona.”
“There’s too much to recount at one time. But if you want, I can start with Auriga’s genesis. The story has been handed down through the generations—part reality, part fantasy. A fairy tale, is that the expression?”
Hickory was intrigued. Her knowledge of the Bikashi and their ways had been accumulated from old war documents and her personal experience dealing with Vogel and his shock troops on Prosperine. Sikona’s description of how he was forced to leave Auriga corroborated what she already knew. In essence, the Bikashi were a savage, warlike people, untrustworthy and without integrity. She suspected this was a simplistic view. Hence, any intelligence about the planet or the Bikashi people was of interest. She nodded for him to continue.
Sikona breathed deeply and spoke as though reading a sermon from a holy book, “At the beginning of time, there were two celestial brothers named Goshe and Auriga. They traveled through the void together for many years, searching for Ceti, the one who gave them life. The eldest, Goshe, possessed a temperate nature and it was his desire to create beings of wonder from his dreams. Many were the accomplishments of Goshe, but by far his most beautiful was the Hasrou people, and the most exquisite of the Hasrou was Roselle. Her voice was as the sound of nature and her smile like to the rising sun.
“Goshe’s younger brother, Auriga, was brave and ambitious. He liked to play tricks on his brother and often went on long adventures to unknown places. He created the Bikashi people in his own image. Auriga’s offspring liked nothing better than delving into nooks and crannies and seeking out strange and new objects. Of all the Bikashi, Herminius was Auriga’s favorite. He was renowned amongst his people as the bravest and most skilled hunter.
“It is told that one day, as Herminius was walking in the hills far from home, he came upon a cave. A whisper, like the sighing of the wind, reached him from inside and Herminius, being curious of mind, made his way toward the source.
“It was warm and dark inside, and he placed a hand against the wall to steady his step. In this way, he came upon the mind of Auriga. To listen to Auriga’s thoughts was forbidden, but the Bikashi pressed on, hoping to catch a glimpse of the immortal. Presently, he grew aware of a second voice. Auriga was in conversation with his brother, Goshe, and they were discussing the merits of their creations.
‘My people are brave, but the bravest is Herminius,’ said Auriga.
Herminius’s heart swelled with pride to hear Auriga talk of him so.
‘The Hasrou are truly beautiful, and the most graceful is Roselle.’ Goshe caused an image of his favorite to appear in Auriga’s mind, and Herminius spied the vision and was smitten.
“Each night from then on, Herminius would look to the sky seeking Goshe, where Roselle lived. His dreams were filled with images of the Hasrou maiden, and he resolved he would find the path to her and make her his own, regardless of the danger and passage of time.
“Many years went by before a magician arrived on Auriga with amazing tricks and magical devices. He was popular and needed an assistant to collect the gifts at the end of each show. Herminius agreed to be apprenticed to him for three years, and as a reward, the magician taught the Bikashi how to fly. Herminius spent many months building mechanical wings of metal, and eventually he flew to Goshe. He searched long before he found Roselle living with her mother’s people, but Roselle’s mother would not allow Herminius to take her away.
“Consumed with desire, Herminius returned at night and persuaded Roselle to flee with him. They had hardly reached the new home Herminius had built when the Hasrou arrived demanding Roselle’s return. Herminius refused, but the Hasrou told Roselle her mother was close to death such was her grief, and they convinced her to return with them.
“Overcome with sorrow and bitterness, Herminius swore to bring Roselle back. He searched her planet with a band of his kinsmen, but Goshe made Roselle and her family invisible to him. Herminius and his kinfolk laid waste to the countryside, and the Hasrou fled in fear before him. The Bikashi warriors took many of the Hasrou as their prisoners back to Auriga and killed many more. Then, Herminius found Roselle, freed from Goshe’s spell, dead on the battlefield. Consumed with grief, he swore to put Auriga’s God-brother to the sword.
“Seeing the loss of his beautiful creations, Goshe cursed his brother for having created the Bikashi, and departed to spend his days wandering the universe.’
“That is the story of Auriga and Goshe.” Sikona fell silent.
Gareth stared at Sikona, open-mouthed. “It’s…that’s ridiculous. Surely, you don’t believe any of that?”
The Bikashi stretched to his full seven-foot frame and glared at Gareth. “This is part of our creation myth. Like all such stories, there is some truth in it, but mainly it was written thus by the ancients of our race to make it easy for the Bikashi to understand and remember their origin.
“Two things I can attest to, human. Auriga is a lone planet orbiting the sun, Ceti. But there is evidence a second planet existed at one time. Indeed, our scientists think our fragmented moon which we now call Goshe was at one time part of a double planet structure—Goshe and Auriga. The asteroid belt in orbit around Auriga is further evidence of a possible earlier or failed planet. The second indisputable fact is this: Eighty percent of Auriga’s surface remains uninhabitable, made so by a nuclear war more than two thousand years before our time.
“The people on Auriga are made up of five castes who live on the remaining twenty percent of usable land. The first four castes are as you see before you—all Bikashi, divided according to wealth, influence and family. Before my expulsion, I was of the third caste. The fourth is the criminal ranks to which I now belong. The fifth caste is not of the Bikashi race; they are a different species. Is it simply by chance the Lakedwellers serve the Bikashi?”
“They’re called Lakedwellers? What do they look like?” asked Jess, sitting to attention.
Sikona hesitated.
Hickory rose to her feet. “Go on. What do they look like?”
“The Lakedwellers look like you. They are diseased and unclean, but there is little difference to my eyes.”
#
“Sir, did you know there is a race of humans living on Auriga?” Hickory had requested a private meeting.
The Admiral motioned for her to sit down. “From the description Sikona gave us, these unfortunates do appear to be humanoid, but God knows where they came from. It’s unknown for two intelligent species to co-exist for any length of time on a single planet. I find it interesting in all the years we’ve known the Bikashi there’s been no mention of a second race on Auriga.”
Hickory could hardly believe it. Humans living in service, virtually slaves, to aliens on a planet at the far end of the galaxy? It beggared belief they originated from Earth. But then, if not Earth, where? She seized on the Admiral’s skepticism. “I suppose they could look humanoid without being human. Perhaps Sikona’s description overstated the similarity to Earth people.”
She wondered again about Sikona’s creation story. Maybe there was more truth to it than there seemed at first look.
“Captain?” The Admiral raised an eyebrow.
“Might it be a way into the city, sir?” said Hickory.
“Passing yourselves off as slaves might work if you’re similar in appearance to them, but doing so would place you in great danger. From what Sikona told me, Lakedwellers are treated poorly and can be disciplined by any Bikashi who feels they’ve stepped out of line. A tongue lashing would be the least you could expect, and you would need to tolerate any indignity if you were to survive such an encounter.”
“I’m not sure I would make a convincing Bikashi warrior even with the help of a maquillage, sir.”
“My thoughts exactly, Captain. We’re still working on a plausible penetration strategy, but I feel our best chance lies with Sikona. We don’t know what the conditions are like except what Sikona has told us. This mission falls into the extreme risk category, but I must attempt it, even if I’m reliant on you coming up with something once you’re on the ground.”
Extreme risk? More like extreme probability of failure, thought Hickory. Would he be at all concerned if I didn’t make it back? I don’t suppose I have much choice about it if Cortherien agreed. She banished the thought. “What about extraction? We’ll need a lift home.”
“Any communication with the fleet is certain to be noticed. You should only call me in an emergency or when your mission is concluded and you want us to pick you up.”
“So, we’re on our own?”
“Brandt will provide you with a device to expand the range of your SIM and some signal amplifiers for you to drop off at appropriate intervals between here and Auriga. Time is of the essence, Captain. You’ll have to rely on Sikona to fill you in on further details about the planet. You and your team should get a good night’s sleep. I’m sure it’ll be the last you get for a while. You head off tomorrow on the Jabberwocky.”




CHAPTER 5

Mission Impossible

Perspiration dripped from Hickory’s chin as she forced the virtual road bike to climb higher and faster. She glanced at her heart rate monitor—one hundred and ninety—and switched to descent mode. In less than thirty seconds her pulse plunged to sixty beats per minute. She spun the wheels for a further ten minutes to cool down and then headed to the shower.
Feeling refreshed, Hickory dressed then wrapped the homespun robe around her body kimono-style and pulled the sash tight around her waist. She looked at her reflection in the mirror. Sikona had been less than helpful in describing the dress of a female Lakedweller, explaining he had never paid much attention to the Lakedwellers on the planet. Hickory figured that was probably a good thing—most other Bikashi would likely be as heedless of the slaves. The robes Jess had fashioned were nondescript enough to pass without comment, she hoped.
She contemplated her Bikashi guide. Could she trust him?
The answer was an emphatic no. I’ll need to be on my guard at all times. His story of the Sword of Connat being brought to Auriga lacked detail. She only hoped it was true.
Her cabin door buzzed. She replaced the robe in her locker and released the security. The door slid open and Jess stormed in. She wore a disgruntled look and folded her arms as she slumped down into one of three chairs positioned around a small table. “I’d have thought a captain would warrant a classier apartment than this,” she said, glancing around. “It’s not much bigger than mine, although you’ve got three chairs and an exercise bike.”
“In the case of the Jabberwocky, rank does not have its privileges, I’m afraid. Believe it or not, this is the admiral’s cabin when he’s on board, although the bike is a special request. Normally, I’d only rate two chairs.” Hickory laughed at the look of indignation on her friend’s face, then sighed. “Okay, what’s the problem? You didn’t come here to complain about your cabin.” She raised an inquisitive eyebrow.
“Wouldn’t do me any good, would it? No—I want to talk to you about our mission. After what Sikona told us, I can’t work out how we can get into the city without being seen.”
Hickory had been thinking along the same lines. She unfolded the map Sikona had drawn up earlier and smoothed it out on the table. According to Sikona, the city was like a gigantic hive, built on three levels above ground with interconnecting corridors and tunnels to hundreds of zones, ranging from factories to housing to administration. Utilities such as power, water, and sewage were located below ground. The central citadel where Kabutai lived dominated everything. Presumably, this was where she might find the Sword if it was actually on the planet. They still had no hard evidence the capsule in actuality contained the Sword, but it made sense the Warlord would keep it nearby. Outside the palace precinct and separated from it by a high wall, was the troop barracks, housing fifty thousand Bikashi soldiers and their families.
Jess traced the route to the city with her finger. “We’ll be coming in from this direction, cross-country through the farming area. Somewhere out here are the ‘untouchables.’ According to Sikona, there are dozens of shanty towns scattered around the area, although he’s only been in one. If we can avoid them and get through the city gates…” She threw her hands up in disgust. “Don’t ask me how we do that—then our plan is to hide in the Lakedweller quarters, wherever they are, until we discover a way into the palace.” She slapped the map with her hand. “Hick, this is not going to work. There are so many holes, it smells like Swiss cheese.”
“What are we supposed to do, Jess? Not go? The map is better than nothing at all.”
“I know, but we’re going into a hostile environment blind.”
They glanced up at a sharp rap on the door.
“Private argument or can anyone join in?” asked Gareth, grinning around the doorway.
“Come in. We’re just going over the map Sikona made for us,” said Hickory.
“Pretty skimpy, eh? I agree with Jess. We’re going to need a much better plan to get us close enough to grab the Sword then get out of there.”
Hickory pressed her lips together then nodded. “The admiral said he’d do a surface scan, but it’s not going to improve things much since he can’t risk us taking the Jabberwocky within reach of the Bikashi sensors.”
“Did I miss something? How do we get to the planet?” asked Gareth.
“The Jabberwocky carries one long-range multi-element transporter with stealth capability, the Wellington. If we take the MET into geosynchronous orbit above the northern polar region, we can hide in the asteroid belt and work out our best approach. We should be able to take some snapshots of the route at least. According to Sikona, it’s too congested there for Bikashi sensors to detect us.”
Gareth raised his eyebrows. “Seems a bit slack of the Bikashi to leave a hole like that for us to slip through.”
Jess studied her nails. “Oh, they know there’s a hole there, all right. It’s just they’re not worried about it.”
Gareth waited, then his nostrils flared. “Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”
Hickory intervened before Gareth could launch a full-scale verbal attack. “The asteroids are thick, and they move fast. If we can find a way through, the space beyond is laced with mines.”
“Well, that’s good. Here we are trying to get to a place we really don’t want to go to, and we have to navigate our way through an asteroid belt and a minefield that might blow us to smithereens before we get to the place we don’t want to be anyway.”
“Very funny, Gareth.” Hickory’s eyes flared. “But this isn’t a matter of wanting anything. We need to get down to Auriga, and we need to find out if the Sword is still in one piece, and we need to bring it back to Earth. Otherwise, a lot of people are going to die, okay? So, buckle up the two of you and get on the same team. If not, you can head back to your cozy life on Earth.”
Jess darted a glance at Gareth then leaned forward, one arm outstretched. “Hickory, are you okay?”
Gareth sat up stiffly. “Sorry, Captain. Just blowing off a little steam.”
Hickory pushed her chair back and stood, hands on her hips, glaring down at him. Hard enough keeping myself motivated, never mind these two. “You do realize if the Bikashi activate the full power of the sword, they will become an unstoppable force? Or perhaps you think the Warlord will suddenly develop a desire for peace?
Gareth turned his eyes away, unable to hold her gaze. “All right, all right, what do you want me to do? I’m going nuts around here.”
“I want you and Sikona to put your heads together and come up with a scheme to get us to the planet’s surface in one piece, and then I want you to map out the route to the city, one that preferably avoids outlying settlements. I hope that’s not too much to ask?”
Gareth knitted his eyebrows together. “Should be okay.” He started for the door, muttering to himself. “Bloody Bikashi. Can’t trust them. It’s up to me. So many variables though—number, type of explosive, dispersion ratios, capacity, detonation types—heck, there must be a thousand things to think about.”
#
The Jabberwocky stood silent at three astronomical units from Auriga monitoring the progress of the Wellington toward the asteroid belt.
With a flash of light, it accelerated out of visual range. Jess sighed. “That’s the last friendly sight we’ll see for a while. The Admiral doesn’t want to be seen in the area if we detonate a mine.”
It was a solemn moment. The point of no return, at least until they’d completed their mission. The three Alien Corps operatives and their Bikashi guide turned their gaze to the forward viewscreen. Auriga was limned in fire, dark against its sun. A thin plane, like the rings of Saturn, dissected the planet, slanted at an acute angle to their virtual horizon.
“There’s our best chance,” said Gareth. “With luck, Jess can pilot us safely through the debris. Sikona reckons there are no mines amongst the asteroids because of the danger of them being set off by a rock.”
The Bikashi nodded. “The high command decreed the asteroids themselves would be a sufficient first line of defense.”
Jess had managed to hold her tongue for all of two seconds. Now, she swooped on Gareth. “Luck, is it? You don’t figure maybe a modicum of skill might come in handy? Those asteroids travel at fantastic speeds and in all directions within the plane of the rings, and they regularly crash into each other. We’ll need more than luck to find our way through that lot, boyo.”
Gareth grinned in delight. Once again, he’d managed to stir up Jess. He saw Hickory’s dark look, and his smile disappeared instantly. “Captain, I’ve launched the final comms beacon and received a successful pingback from the flagship. Everything is working the way it should.”
“So, we’re ready to go?” Hickory asked.
Gareth nodded. “We don’t know what’s on the other side of the asteroid belt. There’s the minefield, of course, but there could be another nasty surprise waiting like gunships, or a fancy defense net.” He turned to the Bikashi. “Anything you can tell us, Sikona?”
The Bikashi opened his hands. “Only the military know what awaits us. On some nights, bright lights would appear in the sky, and people wondered what caused them. They were a mystery and gave rise to numerous theories, but the government news agency never reported them in their broadcasts.”
The Admiral thinks this should be straightforward. Get in and grab the Sword of Connat, let Sikona do his dirty work, then call him to get out. I hope he’s right. And what’s the point, anyway? It’s not as if the Bikashi have any chance of figuring out how to make the Segniori technology work—and neither has Earth. She couldn’t help herself. The thought sprang to her mind unbidden. But it could be a life capsule. He might have survived. “Strap in everyone. It’s going to be a rough ride.”
#
Jess breathed a sigh of relief. She’d maneuvered the MET halfway through the asteroid belt to a location presently devoid of rock. There was still twenty-five miles of dangerous space to negotiate. All around them, satellites the size of pebbles ricocheted off others as big as mountains like hailstones bouncing off a footpath.
Jess’s fingers flashed over the console. The transporter swung to the right then downward in a corkscrew dive, narrowly missing a massive lump of rock spiraling toward them. A smaller meteorite, following in its wake, clipped one of the vessel’s stabilizers, sending the craft into a spin. Jess regained control and steered the MET into a relatively clear pocket. A red light blinked on the console. “Bad news, guys. The auto defense system’s gone down. Switching to manual targeting, now.”
Gareth and Hickory sprinted to where a three-dimensional map of nearby space materialized in the well of the ship. They locked themselves into two hover chairs, flicked their controls to SIM mode, and took up position on opposite sides of the globe. The chairs moved instantly at their mental command, enabling them to scan for approaching danger. From there, they could assess the relative threats and relay the information to Jess via their SIMS. Jess would then fire a rocket at the coordinates, hopefully destroying the approaching rock. They’d practiced for such an emergency in low-density space, but with thousands of potential hazards zooming toward them on so many different trajectories, it would need their absolute concentration and collaboration to get through. Hickory signaled Jess. Rear sensors are inactive. Almost a quarter of the map is mere static. We’re blind to anything approaching the ship from behind.
Jess glanced at Sikona. His eyes were trained on the rear-looking viewscreen. Sikona’s got that covered. Let’s get out of here, folks.
Sikona’s reptilian eyes flickered, ignoring the asteroids flashing across his screen at blinding speed. He maintained focus purely on detecting anything moving toward them. “Dust cloud on approach at vector 236.5, altitude minus 295 degrees,” he murmured, transmitting via the ship’s comms to the three Corps operatives. “Relative speed is less than two kilometers per second. Average particle size 0.02 microns.”
“The shields will take care of them,” said Jess.
The pinging of dust particles colliding with the ship’s hull resonated on the bridge. “We’re collecting a lot of rubbish,” said Jess. “Deploying anti-static charge.” The polarity of the electrons on the ship’s outer skin was synchronized, creating a magnetic field to propel the dust away from the hull. “Randomizing magnetic moments,” she said a few seconds later, returning the magnetic field to normal.
Hickory swiveled her chair to a new heading. Red crosshairs zeroed in on a meteorite heading towards them. “Jess! Massive rock, vector 94.8, altitude 0.5 degrees. Impact 3.2 seconds.”
“Got it,” said Jess. The meteorite rapidly filled her windscreen and she adjusted the magnification to 1.0, which made it marginally less frightening. While she applied reverse thrusters, she analyzed the relative position of the MET compared to the rock, querying the flight computer on its detailed shape and rotation to help predict the most probable course she should take to avoid a collision.
Gareth’s eyes widened. “What are you waiting for, mother? Get us away from here,” he shouted.
Jess smiled grimly and made a micro adjustment to her course.
The rock tumbled into a new configuration displaying a convex surface, and she punched the accelerator. Instantly, the ship sped through the coordinates that two seconds previously had presented a solid rock face. The forward momentum took them out of the asteroid belt. Jess throttled down and placed the drive into auto.
Gareth struggled out of his chair and bent over with his hands on his knees. “How lucky was that? I think I’m going to puke.”
“Lucky? It’s lucky you had someone of my skill flying this machine—that’s the lucky part, boyo.” Jess’s face lit with satisfaction.
Hickory shook her head. Here we go again. Can’t these two see the peril we’re in? She was about to intervene when Sikona’s voice echoed through her SIM.
“Don’t get too comfortable, humans. We’re through the asteroid belt, but the real test is about to begin. We’re bang in the middle of the minefield.”
“Poor choice of words,” murmured Gareth, slipping back into his seat.
Hickory’s eyes darted over the holosphere. Red points of light, each one signaling the position of an explosive mine, appeared in all directions. “How are we going to get through this?” she asked Gareth.
“Er, well. This is where the plan becomes brilliant,” he said. “We might be able to blast a path through, but that would signal the Bikashi we’re coming. So, we need to navigate to the planet’s surface without setting the mines off, eh?”
Hickory nodded quickly. “So far, so good.”
“According to Sikona, these mines are designed to respond to the signature of a spaceship’s engines and will home in on us pretty quick once we get close enough.”
“We haven’t got all day, Gareth,” said Jess, still fuming over Gareth’s earlier remarks.
Gareth smiled and continued unfazed. “Since the early twentieth century, the strategy for dealing with minefields has essentially remained the same: decoys.” He pulled a paper sketch from his top pocket and smoothed it over the table. “Apologies for the use of ancient materials, but it felt appropriate. Assume this is the shuttle, and here are the mines.” He dabbed his finger at the map. “Now, if this were 1944, the successful minesweeper would deploy decoys to attract the mines out of the way of the convoy. The problem was, the mines would often blow up the decoys. As this is 2184 and we don’t want the mines to detonate, we’ve modified the technique a little. We’ve dismantled the payload from some of our missiles and fitted them with soft noses. Our plan is to shut down propulsion before the missiles get within range of a mine’s sensors, coast up, and nudge them out of our way.” Gareth looked up, a pleased expression on his face.
“That’s it? That’s your brilliant plan?” said Jess. “God save us from buffoons.”
Hickory raised her eyes heavenward. “Sikona, do you concur this is our best chance?”
“I know it sounds risky, but we’ve no choice if we want to reach the ground undetected.”
“Let’s get on with it,” said Hickory.




CHAPTER 6

Crash Landing

Gareth lashed out at the hatch door, desperate to get out but it wouldn’t budge.
Sikona grabbed him by the arm. “Let me try.” He took aim with his huge Bikashi boot. At the second attempt, the door flew open and moonlight flooded into the smoke-filled cabin. Hickory, Jess, and Gareth tumbled out, followed by Sikona.
Gareth’s strategy had worked well for a time. They’d almost escaped the minefield when the gravitational pull of the MET attracted more than the two mines they were able to deal with at the one time. The explosive force of the third mine had swept over the ship, shorting its gyro system and fusing the ailerons, then sent the vehicle into a downward spiral. They’d screamed toward the surface, bounced twice, then nose-dived into a snow drift. The MET came to a juddering stop, leaving a scorch mark a mile long.
It was sheer luck, thought Hickory. Jess had reduced airspeed by manually engaging reverse on the one remaining functional thruster. If they’d crashed into the nearby poisonous sea—all that remained of the planet’s once magnificent oceans—they wouldn’t have survived. Still, they were a long way off their intended landing place. The plan had been to bring the MET down to sea level then navigate overland and undersea to the edge of the farmlands east of Kaffur. Now they were stranded, God knew how far from their goal.
She rubbed the stinging smoke from her eyes and took stock. The wrecked transporter lay silhouetted against the silver light of the polar horizon. One wing had gone, leaving a ragged scar the length of the fuselage. White smoke billowed from the empty door, and orange tongues of flame flickered inside. No chance of repairing it.
Thick pack-ice and snow surrounded them. To the north and west, tall mountain ranges stretched to the stars. To the east, there appeared nothing but ice as far as her eye could see, but in the distance south of them, Hickory could make out a thin blue line, marking the edge of the permanent ice cap and the start of the sea. The night air nipped at her face. She used her SIM to check the radiation level in the immediate surroundings. Higher than Earth normal, but pretty much what I expected. The medication they’d taken would compensate. “Bring over your backpacks. We need to talk.” When they’d gathered around, she said, “The situation is this: we’re stranded, our transport is dead, and all we have is what we carry on our backs. We need to reconsider our strategy. Either we signal the Admiral to come and pick us up, and perhaps we get another chance at the mission…” She paused, looking them in the eyes, searching for the doubt she felt. They looked at her expectantly. “Or, we trek out of here and find a way to the mainland. Sikona, what can you tell us? Is it feasible?”
Sikona took a square pyramid crystal from his pocket and left it to float in the air in front of him. A holographic menu appeared on the square end, and his fingers flew swiftly over the surface. A map of the area projected from the crystal, shimmering in the cold air. “I didn’t save much from the shuttle, but I believe this will be invaluable if you decide to continue. Before we left the Prince of Wales, I posted information from the ship’s computers onto this data prism. It contains much on Auriga’s geography, and I’ve added other things—weather patterns, tidal information—anything I thought might prove useful.”
“Now that’s good thinking,” said Gareth, nodding his head.
“The journey will be difficult and fraught with danger, but I believe we can find a way.”
Hickory checked with Gareth and Jess. They were on board. “Okay, let’s do it. First thing is to conduct an inventory.” She upended her rucksack and repacked it one item at a time. “One thermal blanket, first aid kit, four-week space-ration pack, camp stove, water bottle, rope, boots, two pairs of socks, scarf, hat, and snow jacket. Oh, and one Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife.” She paused. “Anyone else bring along anything other than the standard pack?”
Jess rummaged in her bag. “A jar of bush strength insect repellent.” She glanced around. “Might not need that hereabouts. There’s also a supply of radiation inhibitor tablets, my spyglass, and one Smith and Wesson 500 Magnum with five cartridges.”
“To be used only in an emergency,” said Gareth, laughing. “But why bring an antique firearm?” said Gareth. “Wouldn’t a plasma gun be more practical?”
“Ha! Each to their own, Junior. This little baby will stop an elephant at a hundred paces. And the signature emitted by a high-tech weapon would likely be detected by the Bikashi when we get close to Kaffur. I did bring along a spare box of ammunition, but it’s still in the ship.”
They were interrupted by a series of explosions from inside the MET. Damn. “We need to move,” Hickory said. “Grab your gear and head for that formation.” She jabbed her finger toward a rough crest of ice about a mile past where the missing wing jutted from the snow.
Their breath crystallized on their faces as they stumbled through the heavy snow toward the ice ridge. They were less than halfway there when the sky lit up like Guy Fawkes night. The MET erupted in a shower of emerald and golden sparks, and the life support module separated from the fuselage, shot several hundred yards into the night sky, then tumbled back to the surface. Everyone except Gareth threw themselves to the ground and covered their heads as debris rained down on them.
Gareth stood with his mouth open watching the spectacle. Suddenly, he yelped and danced, flapping at pieces of smoking metal lodged in the sleeve of his tunic.
Hickory leaped to her feet and smacked the fragments away, then dragged the boy to the ground and smothered him in snow. “Keep your head down, for God’s sake.” She examined his blackened shoulder. The metal had penetrated his clothing and blood oozed where it had scorched his skin. “Jess, med kit.”
“Already on it.” Jess opened her rucksack and pulled out her emergency medical kit. She tore open the seal and handed the case to Hickory.
Hickory fumbled around until she found what she was looking for. “This lotion will seal the wound, and I’ll give you an injection to relieve the pain.” She twisted the cap off and squirted some liquid onto his arm then wrapped a bandage around his bicep.
Gareth’s expression softened. “I’m not going to die, then?”
She smiled wryly as she plunged the syringe into his arm. “You can only fool me once with that trick, junior. You’ll be well enough to travel in an hour.”
“Hmphh. Easy for you to say. How come I’m the one who always gets hurt, eh?”
Jess interjected, “Because you’re young and you’re a hot-head, boyo,” she said. “And you think you’re bulletproof, but you’re not. Fate takes a dim view of that kind of attitude.”
Gareth rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the life lesson, mother.”
Hickory shook her head. “He’s had a shock, but he’ll be okay.” She smiled at Jess. “Can’t do much for his Superman complex, though.” She came to her feet and stared into the distance, sheltering her eyes. “Looks like a storm front approaching. We better get a move on. Sikona, will you carry Gareth?”
They reached the ridge and huddled together against the lea side as a fierce wind whipped over them. Jess covered Gareth with a thermal blanket. “We can’t stay like this for long, Hickory. The state he’s in he’ll freeze to death,” she shouted to make herself heard over the wailing of the storm.
Sikona placed his mouth close to Hickory’s ear. “At least the snow will camouflage the ship if anyone comes to investigate the explosion.”
“You think it could have registered in Kaffur?”
“No, we are too far away, although it’s possible a Bikashi ship might spot something from orbit and be curious enough to investigate. But see, already the ship is invisible.” He pointed to a clear sky in the distance. “These polar storms come and go quickly, and this one looks to be moderating. If you like, I will gather some kindling from the wreckage, and we can light a fire. Warmth and hot food will give everyone heart.”
“I’ll join you,” said Hickory.
With the clouds clearing, the stars and nearby planets appeared overhead. The asteroid belt glittered like a diamond bracelet.
“So, Sikona, do you believe in the legend of Goshe?” Hickory walked a few paces to one side of the Bikashi, searching for anything not buried by the snow that might burn.
Sikona shrugged. “There are texts in Kaffur dating back many hundreds of years, some say as far as the war. They are sealed in a vault, and none but the Warlord and his Directorate have access. One day, perhaps, I will find out.”
“The Directorate—they’re the Warlord’s next in command?”
Sikona stooped to pick up part of an ejector seat. “A Directorate controls the output of one sector of the economy—say, for example, Energy or Food Supply. The despot, Jolphyr, oversees the Science Sector. He has several subsector administrators who report to him, and each administrator employs a workforce of many thousands.”
“Are there any female Directorates?”
“All the leaders are male. At one time these positions were appointed by a central committee comprising all strata of society. Today it is a hereditary position, and females are not allowed to inherit.”
“And which subsector would be tasked with working on the Sword?”
“Those responsible for unlocking the mystery of the Sword of Connat will be located within the Physical Sciences Zone which reports to the Science Sector Directorate.”
“To Jolphyr, the one you want dead?”
“The same. But, to answer your question, on the home planet, the Warlord’s rule is supreme. He informs the Directorate of his will, and they carry out his wishes.”
“Very autocratic. I find it hard to understand how the Bikashi has survived so long under such a regime.”
“I would not expect a human to understand. You lead such complicated lives.” He pointed to a patch of wreckage, and they trudged toward it. “Do you believe you will ever find the answers to the questions you seek?”
“What do you mean?”
The Bikashi’s mouth was incapable of producing a smile, but the sudden twitching of his nose was an indicator he’d found something humorous. “To me, it is obvious you search for something you have lost. You are an expert at hiding it from the others, but there are times when grief trickles from your eyes.”
All at once, Hickory felt exposed. She’d tried to hide her personal problems from the team, but somehow Sikona had sensed her heartache. She felt her throat constrict at the reminder of her loss.
“Now is such a time. Remembering causes you pain. I will speak of it no further.”
Hickory’s head swam. Compassion? Since when have the Bikashi shown awareness of the human condition, and since when did they care? Sikona had displayed a side to him she had not thought possible for one of his species. More than that, how does he know I grieve? “I once knew someone special. He is gone now, but his memory remains in my heart.”
“And yet, you still hope to see him again.”
It was a statement, not a question. And it was true, but it was only a glimmer of hope, one she refused to think of in case the spark became a conflagration and consumed her. “Sometimes humans may hope, even though we know there is no hope.”
“Not only humans, Captain Lace.”
The hint of pink on the horizon grew into pale dawn as they dropped their load beside Gareth.
“Looks like a new day has arrived,” said Gareth.
Sikona grunted. “This place is well-named the twilight land. It is the hunting ground for every wild beast that prefers to give birth in darkness. This is a false dawn. Soon night will fall again.”
Gareth’s lips curled into a smirk. “Cheerful as ever, eh? I don’t suppose you’re talking about pussy cats?” The painkillers were having an effect, and his speech was slurred.
Sikona frowned. “Puddy tatts? Are they dangerous? We have no puddy tatts in Auriga, but we do have karackabeti. Pray you do not encounter the karackabeti, Earthman.”
“With my luck?” said Gareth, laughing.
“How long will it take us to reach the edge of the polar cap?” Hickory asked, glancing around.
“One Earth day, perhaps a little more, if the weather holds,” said Sikona.
“So…tell us about these karackabeti,” said Jess, examining the safety guard on her sword.
“They are solitary beasts. They give birth once every ten Aurigan years at the time when all three moons are full. They are most dangerous during the mating season. The males will follow a female’s scent for hundreds of miles, eating nothing, and sleeping little.”
“The mating season would be about…now?” said Gareth, looking to the sky. One small moon shone white and full, high overhead. The other two moons were not visible.
Sikona’s nose quivered, and he grunted several short barks, the first time they’d heard him laugh. “Fear not, Earthman, there are many months before all three moons brighten the twilight near to daylight.”
#
From their vantage point at the top of the cliff, a stony beach stretched more than a mile before disappearing into a mist-covered ocean. Auriga’s sun wavered, drowning on the horizon.
“Where to now?” Hickory whacked her hands on her arms until the feeling came back.
“Now,” said Sikona, “we walk. Roughly twenty miles east along the coastline. We should arrive at the isthmus crossing to Ongea in five hours or so. The path to the island will be covered until low tide. So, we will wait. We walk, then we wait, then we run.”
“Ongea—what should we expect there?” Gareth asked.
Using the data prism, Sikona produced a map of the island. “The island is said to be the first battleground in the war which destroyed two-thirds of this planet. It was overrun by enemy shock troops wearing heavy armor and using conventional weapons. We know this from what they left behind. In the early days of the conflict, the invaders planned to settle on Auriga when they had conquered it, but the Bikashi proved to be a more formidable foe than expected.”
He pointed to the map. “Although the island suffered atomic fallout in the war, Ongea was never bombed. There’s still residual radiation in some areas, but the island escaped the worst of it. Scientists come here once each year to search for historical artifacts, measure the island’s recovery, and map out potential areas for recolonization. So far, it’s proved difficult to settle here. Crops are poor, and babies are born malformed, but plants and animals have returned to the western coastline, and there are rumors of primitive people living there.” He cocked his head to one side and sucked air through his teeth, the Bikashi equivalent of a shrug.
“Sounds idyllic,” said Gareth.
“There are some positives. The island lies in the path of warm westerly currents, so it enjoys a more temperate climate than here,” replied Sikona.
“Maybe we won’t freeze to death after all.” Jess brushed the ice crystals from her face.
Sikona tapped a few buttons on his data prism to display the crossing to Ongea. “We need to cross at this point to take advantage of the outgoing tide.”
“Lead the way,” said Hickory.
Later that afternoon, Sikona called a halt. “We should rest here. High tide won’t be until four tomorrow morning. When it starts to recede, we need to follow it out. The first hour should be fine, then it will run faster. If we can’t keep pace, we will end up meeting the tide coming back from the opposite direction.”
“So, then we drown?” said Gareth.
“Drown, or freeze to death, or be eaten by sea denizens.”
Jess’s face paled. “Fabulous. How long will it take us to cross over to the island?”
“It’s roughly twenty miles, coast to coast. We walk for the first hour, jog for the next two, and run for the last half hour.”
“Doesn’t sound so bad,” said Gareth.
Hickory mentally shook her head. Sometimes the boy-genius was so naive. “Sikona, why didn’t you tell us about this part of the journey when we were deciding whether to move forward or call for help?
“As I said, there is danger at every step, but our task is not impossible.”
“Is there no other way?”
“Not from the Southern Polar region.”
“Let’s find something to eat and rest up. I have a feeling we’re going to need it,” said Hickory.
She lay awake for a long time, one hand behind her head, staring at the stars. With no ground-based lights to dull the display, the stars shone like jewels against the inky-black sky. A comet with a long white tail passed across the firmament and disappeared over the horizon. Gradually, her eyes closed, and in a half-dreamlike state, her great grandmother seemed to speak to her. “Be careful. Trust none but those who love you.”




CHAPTER 7

Cruel Sea

“It’s time.” The Bikashi shook Hickory’s shoulder. She rolled away, then sprang to her feet.
Sikona pointed to the sea which had receded a quarter mile offshore. “We must follow the tide out.”
Hickory nodded then woke Gareth and Jess. They packed their belongings, turned up the collars of their jackets, and ran to join Sikona who was striding off into the distance.
An icy wind blew at their backs, and their breath froze on their faces. They trudged across the seabed in single file with Sikona in the lead, followed by Hickory, Gareth and Jess bringing up the rear. They hadn’t gone far before Hickory felt a low-level tug on her empathic sense. Although she’d suppressed her higher empathic powers—those related to shared feelings, mind-to-mind communications, and influencing skills—Hickory could still sense if someone was evading the truth and she was still alert to premonitions of imminent danger. She shaded her eyes and gazed into the distance. There was movement, parallel to them but a long way off. She pointed. “Sikona, can you make that out?”
Sikona squinted. “Something’s there, but it’s too far away for me to see clearly, a herd of ice-grazers, perhaps? They comb the glaciers extracting food particles trapped by the ice.”
Jess reached into her backpack and extracted her spyglass. “It’s a herd of animals, alright.”
“Let me look,” said Hickory. The distant figures became clearer through the glass. “These are bipeds, but not Bikashi.” She handed the spyglass to Sikona. “Are they the ones you call Lakedwellers?”
Sikona stared through the telescope for a long time. Eventually, he handed it back to Jess. “No. These are the Scarg—mutant beings who evolved after the war, but mutations of what, I know not. In my village, Bikashi parents would frighten their children with tales of their savagery.”
Hickory sensed dissemblance. Sikona knew more than he was telling her. No time to worry about it now. I’ll have to deal with it later.
“They’ve changed direction. They’re coming this way,” said Jess.
“I suggest we don’t wait for them, eh?” said Gareth.
A grunt that passed for laughter came from their guide. “I’m afraid we don’t have a choice. See, they have split into two packs.”
Half of the Scarg number continued to make a beeline for them, while the other half veered off with the clear intention of blocking any retreat.
“We could still make it back before they cut us off from the mainland,” said Gareth, an edge to his voice.
“To what point?” said Sikona. “In the end, we would be pressed against the cliff face, unable to escape.
Hickory’s pulse raced. The main force was clearly visible in her spyglass. She could now see they looked nothing like Bikashi or Lakedwellers as described by Sikona. The Scarg creatures appeared similar in body shape to the great apes of Earth, although these were taller, stood more upright and were covered in short, thick, white body fur. Their chests were broad and muscular, and they ran across the beach on long legs. They were closer now, and Hickory refocused her spyglass on the creatures’ heads, angled forward on long necks. Their faces were round and full, with deep-blue, almond-shaped eyes under bushy brows.
One creature pointed at her and screeched at its companions, its thick lips pared back revealing sharp carnivorous teeth. Intelligence plus savagery, she guessed, a dangerous combination.
“Are they Bikashi mutations?” asked Jess, tugging the clothes out of her backpack until she found her revolver.
“Whatever they are, they’re quick and organized, and I wouldn’t put money on them being vegetarian. We might have to swim for it,” said Hickory.
Sikona’s scowl left no doubt what he thought of her suggestion. “We do not want to swim in these waters, Commander Lace. We would never reach the island.” He was pushing buttons on his data prism, shaking his head. “I do not have specifics, just notes and sketches from ancient seafarers. If we swim, we face death.”
“Then give me a better option.” Hickory felt the onset of panic. She didn’t like the vague threat implied by Sikona, but she didn’t want the Scarg catching up to them either.
“Do these guys look like swimmers to you?” said Gareth, studying the Scargs through the spyglass.
Sikona cocked his head and sucked air through his teeth. “If they can survive in these waters, there is no hope for us, but I believe they are crossing the isthmus at this time for the same reasons we are. They fear what may be in the water.”
“We’ve been in worse situations,” said Jess, passing the Smith and Wesson to Hickory. “What if we go in as far as our waists, will they come after us?”
Hickory’s hand trembled as she placed the revolver in her waistband. The outgoing tide is barely a ripple. It could work. “And we move forward as the tide recedes, keeping the water between us. Good thinking, Jess.”
“At least it would give us some time,” said Gareth, raising a quizzical eyebrow at Sikona.
Sikona glanced at the simian-like creatures rapidly approaching them from two directions. “I don’t think they will pursue us. At least, I hope not…”
Hickory took a deep breath. “Let’s go then,” she said, splashing into the shallows. She gasped as the icy water rose up her thighs to her hips.
Soon they put a hundred yards between themselves and their pursuers. The leading Scarg arrived at the shoreline and hesitated. It stepped into the water but was instantly harangued by a taller and heavier beast, covered in pure white but for a black streak on one temple. This one must be the pack leader. Its throat bulged when it uttered a series of grunts, clicks, and whistles, and Hickory realized it was speaking their language. “He’s issuing instructions to the others. See how they submit to him?” The Scarg mob took one step forward, following the receding tide, and she motioned her team to do likewise. “Every time they take a step forward, we take a step back.”
The strategy worked while the tide receded slowly. At least it seemed to.
“Jeezuz! What’s that!” Gareth whacked his leg. “Something bit me.”
A small creature leaped from the water and attached itself to Jess’s tunic. It was dark orange in color with bloated nodules running along its back, and unblinking eyes in a small triangular head filled with needle-like teeth. Jess grabbed the amphibian before it could bite and twisted its neck, then tossed it toward the leading Scargs.
They jumped up and down, screaming in protest. Their leader reached forward and scooped up the limp biter and shook it in the air, then ripped it apart. The others went into a frenzy and took two steps forward. They were now no more than twenty yards away.
Hickory drew the Magnum and fired two shots into the air. The blast echoed like the continuous cracking of a whip. The startled animals swiveled in all directions seeking the source of the explosions. They crowded together and took a few steps back.
Jess glanced at her hands, which were covered in orange slime. She sniffed at it and screwed up her nose in disgust. “Put on your gloves,” she said, scraping the gunk onto her jacket. “I think the skins on those creatures are toxic.”
“Those long-necked gorillas will be back soon,” said Hickory. The gun has given us no more than a couple of extra minutes. Pair up. You’re with me, Sikona. Jess, keep a watch on Gareth. If you see any more of those biter-things in the water, kill them and throw them further out to sea. If there are more of these ahead, I’m betting they won’t shrink from eating their own. At least we’ll see them coming.”
Sikona grabbed a biter climbing up Hickory’s back and tossed it in the air. The sea erupted as a fish leaped out of the water and flicked out a prehensile tongue to seize the amphibian.
Apprehensively, they looked around for more of the creatures or anything else that might be waiting but saw nothing. The simians were fifteen yards from them, and their roars were deafening. “Okay, this seems a good depth. Keep this distance between the Scargs and us,” said Hickory, taking a step back as the animals advanced.
The faster the tide receded, the more they struggled to keep pace and were eventually forced to turn their backs to the advancing Scargs. Oh, God. I know where this will end up. She fumbled for the revolver then pushed it back into her belt. Not yet.
Sikona called out. “The tide is moving quicker. We need to start jogging.”
After ten minutes, with the water flowing faster still, it became difficult to keep their footing on the rocky seabed.
“How much further?” asked Gareth, panting.
“We’re about halfway,” said Sikona.
Gareth slipped into a deep depression and lost his balance. His arms flailed as he fell sideways.
“Up, junior, up!” Hickory grabbed his arm and hauled him to his feet. They’d lost a couple of yards to the Scargs, and they splashed through the water to make up ground.
Water streamed from Gareth’s face as he staggered forward. “I don’t think I can keep this up much longer,” he said, his breath coming in rapid gasps.
“What’s wrong with you, boyo?” shouted Jess. “You’re supposed to be fitter than any of us. Are you going to let the girls beat you?”
“Ha! That’ll be the day.” Gareth grinned weakly.
“Turn around, Gareth,” said Hickory.
Gareth spun around, and the cause of his weakness became clear. Four biter-creatures clung high on his back, their teeth clamped into his flesh.
Jess and Sikona prized the animals off, tossed them away, then dragged Gareth along between them.
“Their saliva—it must have a paralyzing component.” Hickory was horrified. What could they do? The Scargs were barely ten yards from them, and the sea was running quicker still. She grasped the gun firmly in her hand. Bloody Sikona. Why didn’t he warn us?




CHAPTER 8

Monsters everywhere

The Scargs had closed to within a few yards of them when they stopped. Their leader sniffed the air and jerked his head left and right. Hickory’s empathic sense picked up danger was nearby, but she couldn’t pin down the source until she spotted movement on the water. “Look. Over there.” She pointed to a ripple snaking through the sea toward them. “Something is coming, and it’s scaring the life out of these creatures.”
“That’s good, then, eh?” said Gareth, raising his eyebrows hopefully.
Jess’s voice was harsh. “That’s not good, boyo. I don’t fancy meeting whatever has these mothers on the hop.”
“She’s right. Keep moving,” said Hickory.
One Scarg then another lost its footing. Arms flailing, they fell backward and were dragged skimming across the surface, as though by an invisible speedboat. When they reached deeper water, they sank beneath the surface.
The pack panicked and turned to run back to the beach.
Hickory felt the hair rise on the nape of her neck. A long thin tentacle snaked from beneath the surface and whipped toward the Scargs like a fly fisherman’s cast. It wrapped itself around the neck of the closest beast and dragged it across the top of the water. Two more tentacles followed.
“What in God’s name is that thing?” said Jess.
A monstrous shape rose from the surface, water cascading from its bloated bulk. Multi-jointed limbs with serrated claws at their tips sprouted at odd angles from the creature’s body, some bearing its weight as it heaved itself over the waves. Dead Scargs dangled from five of the upper appendages, their bodies almost severed, with blood gushing from where the pincers clutched them.
Hickory stood, paralyzed by the nightmarish sight. She struggled to fit the creature into her human frame of reference. It bore elements of octopus, crab, and spider, but was bigger than the legendary Kraken. And a lot uglier. Its mouth was a gaping hole surrounded by waving barbels and filled with three rows of serrated teeth. At either side of its head, mucus-covered gills inhaled and expelled water. As far as Hickory could tell, the creature was sightless.
Blood drenched the sea monster as it ripped a Scarg in half and pushed it into its maw, then whipped the tentacle shoreward again. One appendage brushed against Hickory and hesitated. Suckers explored the exposed skin of her neck and arms. Hickory tried to control her trembling, worried the creature might respond aggressively to her fear. She felt a tingle from a minuscule electric current as the beast probed her inquisitively. She reached out to contact its mind but sensed only hunger. The tentacle detached from her body but remained hovering in front of her face. She closed her eyes.
“Captain, you must retreat.” Sikona grasped her shoulder and pushed Hickory behind him. He flapped his arms, trying to confuse the creature. The tentacle wavered for a few seconds, seemingly undecided, then withdrew.
The remaining Scargs took refuge behind a large boulder at the water’s edge, but the creature’s limbs seemed to possess lives of their own and pursued them relentlessly. They slithered through gaps and over rocks and one by one, the Scargs were snapped up and carried away to a grisly fate.
Hickory dragged her gaze from the carnage. “Sikona?”
The Bikashi beat his chest with a clenched fist. “I swear, I’ve never seen or heard of anything like this.” He led her back to the others.
The four stood back to back as the water level dropped below their waists. “Why hasn’t it come after us,” whispered Jess.
“Be thankful, mother. That’s not the sort of pet I’d recommend you take back to the girls.” Gareth was almost back to himself after his brush with the biters.
“Actually, this is exactly the type of thing they’d love to dissect in the lab, but I’ll go with your recommendation on this occasion.”
Hickory skipped aside as the last Scarg was hauled past her.
“Why didn’t it attack you?” Jess asked Hickory.
Hickory wasn’t certain. “I’m just grateful it didn’t.”
Gareth called upon his biochemistry. “For a creature to grow to this size, it would need to gorge on protein, but in this environment, there would be a limited range of proteins available.”
Sikona nodded. “It’s possible the Scarg have supplied its food needs over a long period.”
“Yes, human proteins most likely comprise different groups of amino acids from the Scarg, so we wouldn’t be attractive to it. It would be the same for Bikashi, but less so I imagine, which makes your attempts to distract it a courageous thing to do, Sikona. Also, the beast is blind. At a guess, I’d say it’s mute, too.”
“How does it hunt, if it can’t see its prey?” said Jess.
Hickory’s brow furrowed. “It uses electricity in some way. I felt a mild shock when its tentacles touched me.”
“Electroreception is a fairly common way for amphibians to track their prey,” said Gareth. “Sharks are the best-known example. Great Whites can respond to charges of one-millionth of a volt in water.”
“So, this guy interprets the electrical signature of the Scarg as food?” said Jess.
“But not us.” Hickory heaved a sigh of relief.
“I don’t like to contradict you, Captain, but I think it may have changed its mind.” Jess pointed to where the monster surged through the waves toward them.
Hickory stared at the advancing monster. She raised the revolver and aimed it where she hoped a vital spot might be. Her mind was a maelstrom of emotions, and her hands trembled. “Anybody have any ideas where this guy’s brain might be, if it has a brain?” she shouted. Nobody voiced an opinion. Here goes nothing. She sent the three remaining bullets into the creature’s capitulum. It came to a halt, hesitated, then slipped beneath the ocean leaving barely a ripple.
“You got him!” said Gareth.
“Is it dead?” asked Jess.
“I doubt it,” said Hickory. “This handgun might stop an elephant, but it would hardly scratch a monster that size. More likely we surprised him.”
“That doesn’t mean it won’t become curious again. I suggest we get out of here, Cap.”
“We have to run,” said Sikona. “We’re falling behind. The way to the island is clear, but the tide will soon turn and we’ll be cut off.”
Hickory dropped the empty gun into the sea and began to sprint.
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The crossing narrowed rapidly as the sea flooded back. The four pushed through knee-deep water and staggered onto the beach.
“Keep going,” said Hickory. “We need to get above the high tide mark to be safe.” They climbed the escarpment until they reached tufted grass and scrub that signaled the end of the sea’s domain.
“Jeez,” said Gareth, coughing up seawater. “That was unbelievable.”
They were soaked to the skin, and the wind blew bitterly cold, whisking sand into their faces.
“Those rocks up ahead will give us some shelter,” said Hickory, her teeth chattering. “Let's get out of this wind before we freeze.”
They forced their legs to carry them the short distance to the clump of boulders and flung themselves to the ground on the sheltered side. They changed into dry clothes, and Jess distributed food bars and thermal blankets. They huddled together, shivering, and devouring their rations like starving people.
When Hickory felt the warmth start to permeate her bones, she checked Gareth’s back. A few shards of amphibian teeth remained, and she removed them with the medical pliers and bandaged him up.
Hickory felt exhausted, and she wanted nothing more than sleep, but she gritted her teeth and climbed to the top of the hill to check the lay of the land. There was little to see except sand. The dunes continued for what looked like miles. She cupped her hands over her eyes and gazed into the distance. A chain of mountains stretched from one end of the island to the other, their snow-capped peaks disappearing into the clouds.
When she returned, she explained to the others what lay in front of them.
Sikona grunted. “We must cross the range to get to the southern side of the island, and we’ll need to be careful. Bikashi hunters operate throughout this area.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Scarg pelts are valuable, I understand.” He paused, shaking his head. “I’m not sure where we go once we reach the poisoned sea.”
“How long will it take us to get over the mountain?” asked Gareth.
“It’s hard to say. Four or five long treks if all were Bikashi, perhaps more for Earth people.”
Hickory wasn’t in the mood for Gareth’s protests. “We’re all tired, and it’s been a long day. There will only be two hours of darkness tonight, so wring out your wet clothes and spread them over the scrub. We’ll bury anything we don’t need before we move on tomorrow. Let’s get some sleep.”
Gareth, Jess, and Sikona nodded off almost immediately, but it took Hickory a while. The sea monster haunted her, and the panic she’d experienced resurfaced time and again. She’d almost blown it. Lucky Sikona kept a cool head. She’d learned something new about the Bikashi, and it disturbed her entrenched beliefs. Sikona had deliberately placed himself in danger to save her. Surely this isn’t typical of the species? She wished she’d spent more time researching her enemy. But there was also the matter of his dissemblance concerning the Scarg. Twice he’d indicated he knew more than he wanted to share with them. Perhaps she’d imagined it.
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On the second day of their journey into the hills, they came upon Scarg spoor. The soil bore the signs of a common meeting ground for the gorilla-like carnivores. From the footprints, she guessed two sizable packs had recently passed each other heading in opposite directions. Must be a well-used track between the sea and the mountains. No signs of fighting. Either the two communities knew each other, or the species are benign toward others of their kind.
She used Jess’s spyglass to survey the surrounding area. “Get down,” she ordered, signaling the others to lie flat on the ground. Below them, a mile or so distant, a band of the creatures headed in the seaward direction. She figured the Scargs were too far away to spot them, but the creatures had already shown keen eyesight, and she didn’t want to take the risk. She regretted having used all her bullets on the nightmarish monster on the isthmus. I should have saved one or two. A couple of shots might have been enough to scare it off. It wasn’t like her to panic, but at least they were still alive. So far.
“They’ve gone. Let’s move.” She wrapped her cloak about her and pulled the hood over her head.
The terrain was devoid of vegetation except for patches of stubby yellow grass interspersed with low growing plants that clung to life in rocky depressions.
As the day rolled on, the wind dropped, the sun sparkled in a clear blue sky, and the temperature rose to just above freezing. They walked parallel to the tracks, but far enough away to avoid discovery should they stumble upon a traveling band. The ice and snow, so prevalent before, had all but disappeared but when evening returned, the freezing cold returned with it. They lit the camp stove and heated some water for coffee, then huddled together under their blankets to drink it.
Hickory estimated they had enough water to last a day, perhaps two if they used it sparingly. She decided against rationing because their spirits were low enough, and they needed to keep their strength up. She figured the Scarg would be faced with similar needs. If she followed their tracks, they should come across a water source sooner or later.
The next morning, her gamble paid off. A few miles northwest she spotted a copse of trees.
“An oasis,” said Jess. “Thank God.”
They approached cautiously. Behind the trees, green grassy banks surrounded a good-sized pool with fresh water bubbling up from an underground spring. Two creatures similar in size and appearance to chipmunks scuttled away from the water’s edge and fled into the surrounding trees. There were Scarg footprints around the side of the pool, but no signs of immediate danger, so they drank and filled their water bottles.
God, I could do with a wash. I must stink. Hickory sniffed her underarm. Yep. Can’t miss that. “Gareth turn your back like a gentleman. The ladies are going to take a bath.” She stripped to her underwear and waded gingerly into the shallows. The water was crystal clear but icy cold. She washed her clothes and threw them to Jess, who hung them from a branch, then joined her. “You boys can come in if you promise to keep your distance,” Hickory called, as Jess unerringly hit Gareth on the head with her wet things.
Sikona, incurious, turned his back on the Earthlings. Gareth hung Jess’s clothes over a bush, then removed his shirt and dashed into the pool. “Woohoo!” He dived and surfaced a yard from Hickory and Jess. They squealed as he splashed cold water on them. They glanced at each other then leaped at him, pushing his head under the surface. Gareth spluttered and laughed as they let him up for air. “Not fair. Two on one’s not fair.”
Hickory took a few long strokes to the center of the pool, pulled herself up on a slab of rock, and squeezed the water from her hair. It was about fifty degrees, but the air was still, and the sun felt warm on her skin. Gareth was trying unsuccessfully to catch Jess. This was the most fun they’d had since the start of the mission. She’d let it go on for a little while yet.
She watched Sikona wander off into the trees. He was a conundrum. She wondered what his life in Auriga had been like before he lost his family. It was hard to think of a Bikashi with a family. Did they fall in love, did they have a ceremony of marriage? She was willing to bet they’d have divorce, given the patriarchal society he’d described to her before. Women were treated as lesser creatures in most civilizations she’d met, even those like Earth who were supposedly emancipated. Where’s he gone? She let her empathic sense skirt the tree line until she found him. He was sitting on a rock with his hands clasped and appeared to be talking to himself. Is he praying? Do the Bikashi worship some deity? She couldn’t imagine it. Perhaps she would ask him if the opportunity arose.
“Okay, fun time’s over.” She called Jess and Gareth back to reality and whistled for Sikona to join them.




CHAPTER 9

Honor and Faith

They removed all traces of their presence at the waterhole and resumed their journey as before, keeping parallel to the Scarg tracks.
By mid-afternoon the following day, they reached the foot of the mountains and began the ascent. When evening fell, they found themselves confronted by a sheer cliff face towering three hundred feet over their heads. Hickory reluctantly decided to wait until morning before attempting it.
She searched her backpack for the SIM amplifier Brandt had given her and examined it. Her instructions were to call for extraction when she achieved her goal, or if she deemed it impossible to continue the mission. She was concerned about the time it was taking to reach Kaffur. The Admiral had allowed her a week to infiltrate the city and recover the Sword. Already, they were more than halfway through the allotted time. If Hickory didn’t contact him in the next few days, he would assume the mission was a failure and that they were all dead.
They risked a small fire in the lea of a large boulder, out of sight of any curious night-time eyes. Flames flickered redly against their faces as they huddled around the warmth.
Hickory wanted Sikona to tell them more about the planet and its people. Anything that added to her knowledge would help if and when they entered Kaffur. “Your people, have they always been a warrior race?”
The Bikashi stared into the fire and said, “On my planet, some histories are written down, other histories are passed on by word of mouth from generation to generation. This is what my father told me when I reached my fourteenth birthday, and my name was entered into the rolls of my caste. These are the same memories passed on to him by his father and told to his father by his father back for sixteen generations.” He paused, his eyes flicked from one to another, resting on Hickory. “In the time before the war, Auriga was the most beautiful garden in the universe. It brimmed with life, vitality, color, and music. None went hungry or homeless, and the Bikashi people were known for their generosity and peaceful ways.”
Gareth uttered a snort of disbelief, and Hickory gave him a warning look.
Sikona met Gareth’s eyes. “It is hard for an outsider to understand what drives the Bikashi. You must remember we are no longer a numerous people. Our species has struggled to survive.” He paused, his features unreadable. “And some unsavory things were no doubt done to ensure that survival. The war changed many things, but we still practice meditation from an early age and value honor, tradition, and family above all else. Every community holds ceremonial contests of skill and strength.
“When a Bikashi man-child comes of age, his arm is scored with a ritual knife to remind him of the conflict with the Goshe and the need to remain vigilant.” He rolled up his sleeve to display two parallel cuts on his forearm. “Only those who are selected to be soldiers are trained in the art of war and later conscripted into the armed forces. It is at that point they are issued with laser weapons and body armor.
“My prowess with the knife was only average, but I had an affinity for words and would read anything that came to hand; philosophies of war, training manuals, learned works by the ancients, anything I could get my hands on. I had dreams of becoming an educator, but my family were impoverished farmers, so my father indentured me at an early age to work in the science factory.”
Hickory nodded. It explained a lot. Sikona had a very different background from the Bikashi troops she’d faced on Prosperine.
Jess interrupted. “Are females trained to be soldiers?”
“No, Jess. There is no tradition of female warriors in Aurigan history, although I suspect we are weaker because of it. My sister remained at home, working on the farm. None but selected males are given the honor of fighting for the Warlord, and they are expected to demonstrate bravery in all things. A soldier will use a laser weapon to stun their enemy, then attack with his sword. Their training prepares them to fight hand to hand. In that way, they do their family and their opponents honor.”
“Honor?” Gareth couldn’t help himself. “You talk a lot about honor, Sikona, but Vogel had no honor. He was a cold-blooded murderer who delighted in torturing his prisoners.”
“Some individuals sacrifice personal honor for that of Auriga. I believe Vogel may have been one such, but I can assure you he did not, could not, take pleasure from doing so. Such a thing is impossible for any Bikashi soldier.”
Jess interrupted before Gareth could respond. “What about Jolphyr, the guy who murdered your family—do you consider him to be an honorable person, after what he did?”
Sikona blinked at Jess, then lowered his head and was silent for a few moments. “Jolphyr’s goal was to rid the planet of a despot. But…how he went about it…” He swallowed. “That…that did him no honor, and I will kill him because of it.”
Hickory did not doubt his intent or his ability to carry out his threat. The Bikashi was tall and muscular, and his time with the Dark Suns would have equipped him with the necessary skills.
Sikona looked at each of the Earth people in turn. “Aberrations occur in all social structures. The Bikashi are no different from Earthmen in that regard.”
Hickory nodded. Again, Sikona had jarred her preconceptions of the Bikashi, as much by his evident emotion as by his words. “I respect your beliefs, Sikona, but I have trouble accepting the Bikashi are as honorable as you say given their history in the federation.” She hesitated, tasting an almost heretical thought. “But I agree others might see Earth society quite different from how we see ourselves.”
“But, but—” said Gareth, then lapsed into silence. Earth’s history was against him.
As Hickory pulled the blanket over herself, she wondered about Sikona. Could she trust him? His words sounded fair, and so far, he’d proved himself a reliable companion. He certainly presented a different picture of the Bikashi from how she’d thought about them until now—treacherous, implacable, and cruel. 
The Teacher had shown love and compassion for all people, even the Pharlaxian rebel leaders who had tried on several occasions to kill him. What would he say of the Bikashi? 
She thought of Vogel. A hero of his own people, a villain to those of Earth, especially Gareth. Sometimes a leader must do unpalatable things, things they don’t espouse to but necessary for the greater good. But there’s a limit to how far civilized people will go for the common good. I wonder how far Sikona would go in his pursuit of justice? Would he sacrifice the lives of others, would he give me up to the Warlord?
#
The wall was even more dizzying in the morning light. A distinct overhang would make its ascent almost impossible. Gareth shivered just looking at it. “You know I’m no good with heights. I’ll never be able to climb that.”
Jess pursed her lips together. “We have rope. I believe we could get you up there, boyo, but the problem as I see it is, we don’t know what’s waiting on top.”
“Let’s walk along the cliff face and see if we can find a safer path,” said Hickory.
They spent the morning clambering over scree and through the wind-twisted bush. By noon, their legs and backs ached, but they saw no signs of an easier way to scale the mountain.
Traveling in the lead, Sikona stopped and pointed below them to where the Scarg tracks now verged toward the rock face. “There must be a passage through the range. We should follow the tracks as far as they go and hope they lead us to the other side.”
Hickory searched the area through her spyglass. None of the beasts were in view. “Let’s go.”
They descended to ground level where the Scarg passage was clearly marked. Blood stained the earth and gnawed bones littered the ground. Eating on the march, thought Hickory, then was staggered to discover the remains of a campfire. These guys are more advanced than I gave them credit for.
Gaining control over fire had changed the course of human evolution. The same thing could be happening here. Fire allowed early humans to keep warm, cook food, ward off predators, and live in harsh climates. It had important social implications too, encouraging groups of people to gather together. From the footprints, it was clear more than one band had stopped here for a meal. She kicked at one of the burnt bones.
“I wonder what they eat,” said Gareth, looking down at the embers. He glanced up at Hickory and raised his eyebrows.
“Best not to think about it,” said Hickory.
Jess crouched to examine the tracks. “Two bands. One headed into the mountains, the other towards the sea. They look like relatively fresh footprints. One to two days old at most.”
Sikona looked at the sky. “It will be sunset in a few hours, and there may be more coming. I wouldn’t like to bump into them in the dark. We should move on.”
Two hours later, the trail led them into a narrow canyon barely fifty yards from side to side. The setting sun was obscured by the high walls, and they walked most of the time in shadow along a winding track. The air still felt cold, but not as icy as before, and in the ravine, they were protected from the wind. The sand felt soft underfoot, which made for tough going, and an hour later it was dark. They set up camp for the night and went foraging for kindling.
Later, around the campfire, they heard a screech that grew in intensity until it seemed as though it was directly above their heads. The sound faded. “That’s the first bird we’ve come across since we got here. At least I think it was a bird,” said Gareth.
“Possibly, although other creatures manage to survive in this place,” said Sikona. “I’ve seen a snake or two as well as some burrowing animals, and there were several small snarks in the pool you swam in yesterday.”
“Snarks? Is that a type of fish?” asked Jess.
“Snarks eat fish and sometimes bigger game, but these were quite small.”
“How small?”
Sikona held his hands wide apart.
“Why didn’t you warn us?” She stared at him coldly.
“They were too small to do much harm, and besides, I did not wish to interrupt your copulation foreplay.”
Jess’s jaw dropped. “Copu…?”
#
Hickory had trouble finding sleep. In her half-dream state, she conjured up a vision of the snark: the front half of a crocodile, the tail of an anaconda, with a call like a hyena. Shivering, she pulled the blanket up to her neck and turned on her side.
The snark’s eyes broke the pool surface and focused on the Kelpi. Bonni was happily paddling in the oasis, unaware of the danger. The snark sneaked closer to the dog and Hickory tried to warn it, but no sound emerged from her mouth. The snark pounced, and Bonni shrieked.
Hickory sat bolt upright, then slumped over. She ran her fingers through her hair. Damn Sikona and his snarks. She looked around. Her companions were all sleeping deeply. She tried to settle once more, but it was no use. The stars shone bright overhead, and a moon had begun to creep over the edge of the ravine. She calculated it would remain visible for the next half hour, at least. I need to pee.
She buckled her S-F knife to her belt and headed further into the canyon. After a few minutes, a magical transformation took place. Where before the ground had been barren, now exotic plants sprouted along the edges of the canyon walls. As the moonlight grew brighter, shoots burst from the ground and expanded rapidly into adult forms. Three feet tall in only minutes, these bore round silvery leaves with a single flower head consisting of bright red petals and a long stamen.
Hickory walked on and found many more of the alien plants sending tendrils across the floor of the canyon. Flowers bloomed everywhere, releasing clouds of pollen spores into the sky. A melodic vibration accompanied the release. She stooped to examine the flower heads and saw tiny insects crawling inside. Pollination. Life will find a way to survive in the strangest environments. She resisted the urge to pluck a flower.
Hickory was about to head back to camp when she heard a squeal from up ahead. What was that? An animal? She hesitated. God knows what she’d find out here. A rogue Scarg perhaps? She heard a cry of pain and reached out with her empathic sense. There was no aura of imminent danger. Keeping close to the canyon wall, she crept around the next bend and craned her head to see. A Scarg had become trapped in quicksand.
She reached to touch it with her mind, then stopped. The animal was quite safe—at least for the moment. The more it struggled, though, the lower it would sink. But only up to a point.
Like any other mammal, the Scarg would be composed mainly of water with an overall body density approaching one gram per milliliter. Quicksand had a heavier concentration of about two grams per milliliter. Sinking any more than halfway was therefore physically impossible. The Scarg was already up to its thighs in the quicksand, but it wouldn’t descend much further. The animal didn’t know this, of course, and its struggles agitated the mixture of sand, water, and clay, making it more liquid, thereby allowing the animal to sink a little lower. Eventually, the beast would tire, and its struggles would cease. The sand would then solidify, making it almost impossible for it to escape.
Hickory examined the Scarg. It looked like a younger version of those that had pursued them. It was trembling with fright and despair. She knew there were ways to extract a trapped person from the sand, but that depended on communication and understanding between the rescuer and the victim. And she really did not want to attempt to make that connection with a Scarg.
When she arrived back at camp, the others were awake and searching the surrounding area for her.
When she explained about the Scarg, Gareth was enthusiastic. “You communicated with the Charakai, and you did it with the Riv-Amok too, eh?”
“Yes, but the Charakai were primitive creatures able to be influenced, and the Riv Amok was a telepath. I couldn’t control him at all because he was too intelligent.”
“Hickory, we’ve got to try. Think about what we might learn if you can reach the mind of this creature.”
“It’s worth a go,” said Jess, nodding her encouragement.
Sikona eyes narrowed in puzzlement. “This is one of the creatures who wanted us for their dinner,” he said. “I do not understand why you would save it, or how. It’s an animal. Let it die. We should not delay our journey for such as this.”
Hickory felt Sikona might be right. They should leave the creature to its fate. And anyway, she didn’t think she would be able to see into the mind of the Scarg. Why should I even try? The mutation I carry has brought me little but grief. She looked into the hopeful eyes of Gareth and Jess and couldn’t deny them. She sighed. “I tend to agree with you, Sikona. But there’s no harm in having a look at it. We can decide whether to help or not when we know a bit more.”
#
The animal had stopped its struggles by the time they arrived. It was now waist deep in the mire, its shoulders hunched and its head hanging low from its long neck.
Gareth reached into his pack and took out a rope. He whispered to Hickory. “If you can keep the Scarg relaxed, I’ll lasso it and drag it onto its back. Then if he kicks a bit, or at least tries to move his feet, the sand will liquefy again, and we should be able to pull it out.”
Sikona lingered at the edge of the group, his face tight. “You’d better be ready to restrain it. If it gets free, it will likely attack.”
Jess gave him a glassy stare and threw a rope at his chest. “That’s our job, big boy. If it looks like he’s going to charge we need to get more rope on him. The three of us ought to be able to restrain him.”
Hickory motioned for silence, and moved a dozen steps closer, but still behind the creature. She communicated via her SIM to Gareth and Jess. I’m going to try to reach him. If things go well, I’ll signal you, Gareth.
She sat on the sand and brought to mind her childhood mantra to prepare for the attempt. It was critical she didn’t frighten the youngster. Sitting in the lotus position, Hickory took a deep breath. I am calm and peaceful like the boundless ocean. I am open-hearted and free as the wind.
She found the empathic receptors located beneath the gamma-blocks placed in her cerebellum when she was sixteen and tried to replicate the anger and rage she’d felt when she’d discovered her power over the Charakai, the bird-reptiles, on Prosperine. Why did Kar leave me? It was unfair. He said he’d be with me ’till the end of time itself. Instead of anger, she experienced profound sadness. Taking several deep breaths, she changed tack and brought to mind the memory of the shark attack on Bonni. She felt the power begin to build. Electrical impulses gathered pace, speeding from her SIM to the hippocampus and auditory centers of her brain and back again, faster and faster.
Her head buzzed, and nausea overcame her. She retched and abandoned her efforts to reach the Scarg. I knew this was pointless. I haven’t communicated telepathically with any creature since Kar died. Her attempt to use the memory of Kar to stoke her anger filled Hickory with shame. Anger was never his way. She recalled the Teacher’s lessons on using love rather than fear or rage to activate her gift. ‘The first thing you must do is have faith in me. I can teach you, but you must open your heart as well as your mind.’ He would be disappointed to see her give up so easily.
She began once more, delving deep within to locate the source of her emotional energy. She concentrated on bringing to mind the marvelous experiences and positive influences in her life: her recruitment by the Corps and the excitement of being chosen for her first mission; her friends, Kar, Gareth, and Jess; her role models, Maria and Talya. Blinding flashes of energy increased in intensity behind her eyes until she felt as though her mind and heart would break free of her body. 
At that moment, she reached out and made contact, and all sadness left her.
Hickory took a few seconds to appreciate this new manifestation of her power. At first, she merely observed, noting the animal was a young female, not yet of mating age. The memories the Scarg carried of her mother, and her brothers were like faded black and white video. The recent journey to the ice had been her first, and she’d been excited to be chosen. Recollections of her first kill, a sea lion, were still raw, seared into her memory by the sight, taste, and smell of the other’s lifeblood. Hickory was astonished to find grief and reasoning; the knowledge she had taken another’s life to preserve her own.
Hello. Hickory whispered into her mind.
The Scarg’s head bobbed up. <<Who speaks? Are you death, come to claim me?>>
The connection was as bright and exhilarating as a fresh, running brook. I bring life, not death. Hickory moved forward until she was level with the creature. I am here. Look to the side.
The Scarg’s head turned on its long neck. When Hickory came into her view, she shrieked, thrashing her arms and upper body, trying to free itself from the sand.
Wait. There is nothing to fear. I mean you no harm. If you struggle, the ground will grip your legs more firmly. I am here to help rescue you.
Hickory’s soft tone seemed to have a calming effect on the Scarg. Fear and curiosity warred for control in her eyes. She squinted. <<What are you? I have never seen a creature like you. My mother tells of a fierce race called the Jaku—those who bring death to my people. Are you one of these?>>
Hickory thought Jaku must be the creatures’ name for the Bikashi. She shook her head. I am not a hunter. I come from a faraway land. My friends call me Hickory. You can too, if you like. You speak very well for one so young. Is this how you converse with others of your kind?
The Scarg’s neck straightened, and its almond eyes shone bright blue. <<We are the Yatzi, the mind talkers. We speak thus even in our mother’s womb. We are not like the animals of the plains who have no speech. We are the Yatzi.>>
Do your friends call you by a special name?
The Yatzi shot her an appraising look. <<Hic-o-ray, are you a trickster? You cannot have my name.>>
Hickory knew of some primitive races who believed there was power in knowing another’s name. I will call you Yatzi, then, until you come to know me as a friend. Where do you live, Yatzi?
The Yatzi’s eyebrows lowered. <<You cannot have my name, I will not tell you where is our homeland, you may not ask any further questions!>> She bared her teeth and uttered a low growl.
Hickory paused for a few seconds. She’d frightened the youngster and lost any trust she’d managed to build. Even if she did free her, it was doubtful the Yatzi would thank her. Still, she’d already made the connection, and she had to try. Very well, Yatzi. I will leave you here to die a long and painful death if that is your wish. I will be sad because you are an intelligent creature and I believe you and I could be friends. Your mother will miss you, I have no doubt. And all for nothing. I have no reason to trick you or wish any harm to come to you. I can release you from this mire in moments, and you would be free to rejoin your family. Hickory smiled, projecting peace and tranquility at the Yatzi and saw her shoulders relax. She remained uncertain, but the alternative terrified her.
<<Your words sound sweet, but whether or not, it seems I must accept your help. What do you wish me to do?>>
#
Gareth’s plan worked to perfection. Neither Jess nor Sikona needed to be called into action. Hickory explained to the Yatzi how they planned to get her out. She shivered with fright when she realized Hickory was not alone but bobbed her assent. Gareth whipped the lariat around his head several times, then let go. The rope flew through the air and landed within reach of her. She picked it up, and at Hickory’s mental prompting slipped it over her upper body. The tricky part was to get the Yatzi to wiggle her toes and contract and expand the muscles in her legs enough to agitate the sand and create liquidation, but after several false starts, she was successful enough to allow Gareth to free her legs from the mire. He hauled her to the edge of the quicksand and moved away.
Hickory approached the animal and removed the lariat, then poured some water into a bowl.
The Yatzi sniffed suspiciously then held the bowl to her mouth and slurped.
Hickory offered her hand and allowed the creature to scent it, then took hold of the animal’s hand and raised it to her nose. Thank you for letting us help you. You are free to leave now if you wish.
The Yatzi gave Hickory a searching glance, then turned and loped away.
Hickory watched her disappear into the canyon without a backward glance.
“Not very grateful, eh?” said Gareth, following her progress.
“I’d say she was as thankful as her nature would allow,” said Hickory, “and that wasn’t the point was it? You were the one who said we couldn’t simply leave her, and we did learn something about these creatures.” And I learned a lot about myself, too. She was pleased at rediscovering her neoteric power. It had changed, evolved, from when she last used it. Maybe I’m not such a loser, after all.
Jess and Gareth had switched their SIMs to receive mode to allow them to listen to the conversation between Hickory and the Yatzi. Jess had relayed as much of this as she could to Sikona, but the Bikashi was perplexed. “I do not understand. Are you saying you talked to this animal?”
“In a way,” said Hickory. “We communicated via telepathic empathy—and please don’t ask me to explain how it works. It just does. In practice, I conversed with the Yatzi by linking the interpreter function of my SIM to my neoteric mutation. Put simply, I heard her speak my language in my mind, and she heard me in her own tongue in hers.”
Sikona’s eyes blinked rapidly, indicating his deep concern. “I didn’t know you were telepathic.”
“I’ve been able to sense people’s moods and had premonitions of danger ever since I was a little girl.” She shrugged. “As I grew older, I could tell if someone was lying or evading the truth simply by listening. Then, when I was fifteen, the mutation I carry evolved to let me look into the minds of others, hear their thoughts, and share their experiences. This last part was more curse than gift because I couldn’t control it and had trouble distinguishing which thoughts were my own. I almost went mad. Surgeons applied patches and created new gateways in my brain to reduce the intensity of my empathic responses, which worked for a while.”
She paused, thinking of the attack on her by the Charakai. The flying reptiles had almost ripped her to shreds. “On my first mission to Prosperine, an extreme event caused the barriers in my brain to dissolve, and after that I discovered I could share telepathic communications and visions with other empaths and had the ability to influence decisions. On a few occasions, with the help of deep meditation, I was able to bind primitive creatures to my will.”
Hickory could sense worry eat at Sikona. “Please don’t be concerned. My power of telepathic suggestion doesn’t work with intelligent life forms and I promise I won’t read your mind.”
She continued, “The Yatzi—that’s what they call themselves—are an intelligent species. I would classify them as a hominid, and if it were possible, in the same clade as man, chimpanzees, and the great apes of Earth. For one, they think about what alternatives are open to them instead of acting on instinct alone, and they have a sense of humor. The young one made use of irony when talking to me. I believe they also have a concept of the supernatural—they certainly understand the finality of death. I found out they live in a social structure with the family at its center, much as the Bikashi do. As we saw earlier, they control fire and eat cooked meat, although I suspect not always.”
Gareth laughed. “If we meet up with them again, we could always tell them a joke.”
Jess screwed up her face. “You don’t know any jokes, at least no good ones.”
“Wha—”
Hickory intervened. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. It was hard enough trying to convince the young one we meant her no harm.”
Sikona’s brows creased. “These creatures, Scarg or Yatzi as you call them. I was told they were dangerous animals. I never considered they might be intelligent.”
Hickory sensed his discomfort and wondered if he was hiding something. “Why does that worry you?”
“My people hunt them for their skins, is that not enough?” He hesitated, his eyes blinking rapidly. “Some are brought to Kaffur and trained for menial tasks. They are not well treated.” He looked away from Hickory’s gaze.




CHAPTER 10

Capture

As they trekked through the canyon, Hickory related her experience with the plants, which by this time had disappeared. “It was incredible. They grew and blossomed so fast; it was like I was watching time-lapse photography.”
Jess scraped at the bare soil with her boot. “There’s no sign of them, so where have they all gone then?”
“They’ve shrunk back underground,” said Gareth. “Some plants in the Australian outback will stay underground for years until it rains. They flower for a brief time, and when the water dries up, they disappear beneath the soil until the start of the next cycle.”
“But flowering in the moonlight? Don’t plants need the sun to photosynthesize?”
“Most plants do, yes, but there are some that only flower at night. Moonlight is subtle—at its peak, it’s about 15% as strong as sunlight. But its rays do penetrate the soil, and it affects plant life from germination through to pollination. The reflected light from Earth’s moon seems to suit some plants better than direct sunlight. The effect may well be more pronounced on Auriga, especially under a full moon like last night. I’d say plants in these parts derive more nutrition from bio-electric activity than photosynthetic energy.”
“Is that a fact, boyo? Is there anything you’re not an expert in?”
Gareth tapped his nose and grinned at her. “Not much,” he said.
Hickory laughed. “Oh, you’re wrong about that, Gareth. Look ahead.” They’d reached a point where the canyon opened out onto a broad plain. Less than a mile distant sprouted a forest of giant violet ferns.
“That’s… impossible,” said Gareth. “How can we go from arctic to tropical in the blink of an eye.”
“You tell me, know-all,” said Jess, not without a little spice in her voice.
Hickory stepped in before the argument got out of hand. “Enough, you two. Sikona, what can you tell us about this phenomenon?”
Sikona put down his pack and stretched. “I have known this species to grow even where the temperature drops below zero at night, provided it returns above freezing the following day. It is a hardy plant and will grow over fifty feet tall. This area seems like a natural sun trap, yes?”
They reached the outskirts of the fern forest and stopped to examine the foliage. The trunks sprouted hair at the base with large, roughly textured purple fronds spread in a canopy up to twenty feet in diameter. Dead leaves littered the ground below.
Gareth stooped to examine one of the smaller plants. “Not so different from the tree ferns back home, other than the color of course, although these grow a lot bigger. The purple color will allow the plant to absorb much-needed energy from the sun. It’s also possible these ferns provide a food source for the local wildlife.”
Sikona said, “Not only wildlife, the fruit of the fern is prized as a delicacy in Kaffur.”
“Really?” said Jess.
“It’s not so strange, Jess, Australian aborigines cut out the tops of local ferns and roast them. I haven’t tried it myself,” said Gareth.
“Well, at least that’s something—ow!”
Sikona snatched Jess’s arm and pulled her away from a fern. “Sorry, Jess, please be careful. There’s a lot of sticky webbing around here.” He motioned toward the crown of the plant Jess had been examining. A giant insect was making its way down a gelatinous thread toward her.
Gareth dragged Jess away and watched, fascinated, as the foot-long arachnid continued its descent. Its body was in three segments, covered with black and red hoops, and its eight jointed limbs dripped a syrupy substance. The head of the insect had a multitude of eyes that stared at Gareth and a pair of large horizontal mandibles. Without warning, the creature ejected a sticky jet of resinous fluid which hit the boy on the face. He flapped at the substance connecting him and the beast, and soon his hands were covered in the resin.
“Come away from there, junior.” Hickory slashed at the gooey web with her S.F. knife.
Excited by the throbbing of its web, the creature nosedived toward Gareth and Hickory.
Jess drew her knife and threw it. The creature screeched as her blade pierced its abdomen, pinning it to the trunk of the fern.
Sikona rushed forward and stabbed it twice through the head.
Hickory grabbed her medkit and poured water onto a gauze bandage, then scrubbed at Gareth’s face, trying to wipe off the sticky mess. She could feel it burn her hands and called on the other two to bring more water. It took half an hour for Sikona and Jess to clean the webbing from her and Gareth’s skin. By then, Hickory’s hands were red and blistered, as was much of Gareth’s face. At least the goo missed his eyes.
Jess applied some salve to Hickory’s and Gareth’s wounds and the pain subsided a little.
Sikona retrieved the two knives from the body of the dead arachnid and handed one to Jess. “Another mutation left over from the war. I’d guess there’s a lot more of them in there.” He squinted into the fern-forest.
“We don’t have any choice, we have to go in.” Hickory looked at Gareth. “How do you feel–ready to go?”
Gareth staggered to his feet. “Sure thing, Cap, and thanks for getting me out of there.”
Jess grinned at him. “You have a habit of getting yourself into a sticky mess, but this takes the cake.”
Gareth grinned back. “Touché, mother.”
They walked around the outskirts of the forest until they found a spot where the dead fronds had been flattened underfoot. “This must be where the Yatzi go in,” said Hickory.
“And come out,” muttered Gareth.
It was dim beneath the canopy of the ferns, but there was still enough light to see by. A small animal ran across the path behind them making a chittering sound. “Rats,” said Gareth. “Oh, how I love rats.”
Hickory felt something niggling at her empathic sense, but it was too far away to make out. “There’s something up ahead. Keep your wits about you and keep silent.”
#
Hickory called a halt mid-morning. The humidity had increased markedly, and fungi sprouted beneath their feet, red and green, blue and yellow, button-sized and giant sized. She placed her hand against a fern trunk. “It’s warm,” she said. Spores from the canopy floated downward, sparkling in the light filtering through from above. “My guess is these ferns are radiating heat to promote their own pollination process.”.
Jess sneezed and rubbed her eyes, then was seized by a fit of coughing. She leaned over, hands on knees, and began to wheeze, her breath coming in short gasps.
Hickory appraised her running nose and watering eyes. “I think you must be allergic to the spores. You look like you have a bad dose of hay fever. Are you okay?” she asked as Jess doubled over in a fit of coughing.
“Can’t breathe,” Jess said, hoarsely.
“Duck under this coat,” said Hickory, taking off her jacket and arranging it over Jess’s head. “It should keep some of the spores at bay. We’ll wait here until you recover.”
“It won’t last long, mother,” said Gareth, looking around. “The ferns are spending a colossal amount of their reserves to convert chemical energy into thermal, and the growth rate of the fungi is unsustainable.”
Jess grunted in reply.
A few hours later, the spectacle subsided, the spores stopped falling, the fungi decayed, and they were able to recommence their journey.
The further they walked, the more claustrophobic it felt. The ferns closed in above their heads and arched over the path, forming a solid wall on either side.
Jess grimaced. “Anyone else get the feeling we’re walking into the lion’s den?” she whispered.
“SIM from now on,” ordered Hickory. “Sikona, the Yatzi pack is nearby. They’re coming for us.”
Sikona nodded, but the warning came too late.
Half a dozen blurs of white fur charged down the path and barreled into them, screeching deafeningly.
The four travelers were bowled over before they had a chance to raise an arm in defense. Hickory sensed overwhelming aggression from them. If we resist, we’re dead.
Submit. Lie still. No weapons. Hickory spoke to Gareth and Jess via their SIM and pleaded with Sikona through her eyes. They lay on their backs as the Yatzi jumped around them, glaring and screeching. She recognized the largest of the six as the one who’d attacked them on the beach off the mainland—the one she’d nicknamed Silver. He ran at Hickory, pulling to a stop inches from her face. His jaws gaped, and saliva dripped from his canines. His fur smelled of rotting fish.
Silver smacked her on the shoulder, retreated a few yards, then turned to charge again.
Hickory…
She turned her head to see two of the beasts hauling Jess by both legs along the track. Jess, don’t fight it. If they were going to kill us, we’d be dead already. I think they mean to take us to their camp. She saw Sikona and Gareth in a similar plight. She glanced sideways at her captor, making sure she didn’t look him in the eyes. His features contorted and he snarled as he feinted at her once more. She turned her face away and squeezed her eyes shut.
The beast raised his arms in the air and roared. <<Big thunder!>> Hickory started as she realized the creature had spoken telepathically to her. She tried to respond, to establish an empathic link in hopes of swaying her attacker, but quickly realized its telepathic ability was too limited. The young Yatzi told me the males of her tribe lose their capacity to communicate mind-to-mind as they get older. Silver still has the remnants of the skill, but not enough for me to make contact.
The Yatzi’s features contorted and its eyes closed to little more than slits as it concentrated. <<Big Thunder!>> It roared again, beat its chest, and pointed its arms skyward. My God, he’s talking about the gun. He wants the gun! The noise of the Smith and Wesson going off had terrified the whole pack the last time they’d met. He wants it for himself. It would give him incredible power over the rest of the tribe. But even if she still had it and it was loaded with bullets, it would be useless to him, she knew. His fingers were too big to work the firing mechanism.
Silver was becoming more agitated. He gesticulated and roared, projecting the words <<Big Thunder>> at her time and again. He’s trying to communicate, but he’s not sure he’s getting through to me. The youngster I rescued must have told him how we communicated.
Silver shouted at her once more, then grabbed her by the hair and dragged her along the ground. Hickory screamed and clutched at his arms, but he shrugged her off. Her legs scrabbled crablike to lessen the pain of being pulled backward. Stop! She screamed, trying to reach the mind of her attacker. The beast hesitated, then she felt herself lifted and thrown with force to the ground. She landed on a pile of dead ferns and groaned. Her head throbbed, and she felt waves of nausea engulf her. She fought to stop from losing consciousness and focused on her surroundings. They’d arrived at the center of a circular clearing about a hundred yards across, and she was surrounded by hundreds of the Yatzi tribe. A dozen or so crude huts were scattered here and there, built from fern fronds and bits of debris. These are primitive people, not animals, she transmitted to the others. Maybe we can reason with them.
Primitive is the operative word, Hickory. I don’t think they’re looking for a conversation! If we don’t do something, we’ll be on the menu tonight. The thought came from Gareth. She located him and Jess not far away. Their arms and legs had been tied to a long pole. The reason for Gareth’s angst became obvious when four Yatzi lifted first Gareth and then Jess onto support poles, suspending them over a trench filled with kindling and piled high with dried-out tree ferns.
She swiveled her head right and left, looking for Sikona. She spied the Bikashi standing, tied to a pole. Yatzi children and women were taunting him by poking him with sticks. Singled out for special treatment, she thought. They recognize him as belonging to the tribe who hunt them.
She wondered why they hadn’t bound her, like the others, then she saw Silver in heated communication with a second adult Yatzi. Both had their foreheads thrust towards the face of the other and were snarling. Silver took a step backward and beat his chest, then gesticulated toward Hickory. It was apparent he was claiming her as his own personal captive. The second adult looked younger but just as muscular. He stepped forward and clouted Silver about the head, and the older Yatzi went on the attack. Both animals rolled on the ground, biting and scratching in a cloud of dust. The remaining Yatzis gathered around to watch, screeching and chattering.
Hickory took advantage of the commotion and scrambled over to Jess, cutting her free with her knife. “Go get Sikona. Head for the trail opposite the one we came in,” she whispered. She sawed at the ropes holding Gareth and caught him before he fell.
“Thanks, Cap. Didn’t fancy being barbecued.” Gareth grinned at her.
Hickory hesitated. Where’s the young one we rescued? She hadn’t seen her since they’d arrived. She searched nearby with her empathic sense and discovered her radiating fear and shame in a nearby compound.
“Gareth, go join the others and hightail it out of here. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”
Gareth knitted his eyebrows together. “Where are you going?”
“To find the young one. She might be able to help get us out of here.”
“God, we don’t have time for that. The fight will be over soon, and if we’re caught, we’re toast.”
“Aren’t you listening, Gareth? I said I don’t need your help. Go and join the others.”
Gareth moved closer to Hickory and nodded. “I’m coming with you.”
Hickory’s eyes flashed, and she tutted. “You are bloody impossible sometimes. Okay. Stay close and keep quiet.”
#
Hickory kept low and headed to the edge of the compound, then crept to the path leading to the clearing where their quarry was located. Behind her, the crowd of onlookers was still howling. Must be giving Silver a run for his money. She found herself hoping the younger Yatzi would be the winner. Be real, she chastised herself, they’re both acting according to their instinct. Still, she felt Silver would be a more implacable enemy if they were ever to meet up again.
“Keep watch,” she told Gareth as they entered the clearing. It’s best if I go alone.”
This time Gareth didn’t argue.
Hickory searched around and finally found her in one of the huts.
The youngster was bound hand and foot and staked to the ground. Hickory gasped and ran over to her side. Yatzi, are you all right? Hickory messaged, searching her body for signs of damage.
<<Hic-o-ray. My name is Anyar.>> The Yatzi’s lips parted in what Hickory took to be a smile. <<It is good to see you. I am bruised, and my arms and legs ache, but otherwise, I’m unharmed.>>
Who did this to you? Was it the old one with the silver streak? Hickory felt the blood pound in her temple. Why did he do this to you?
<<I told him you saved me from the sinking sand with the rope. He said I must have given you something valuable in exchange. He wanted me to tell him what it was. When I said I gave you nothing, he got mad. He asked me about the thunder weapon. I told him I did not see it. He got mad again.>>
Hickory hoped a beating was all she’d suffered.
Anyar’s eyes bulged. She seemed horrified, and Hickory realized she’d unwittingly transmitted her thoughts. <<No! He would never do that. He is my father. Yes, he beat me but not the other. Such a thing is taboo.>>
Hickory cut the ropes from Anyar and massaged her wrists and ankles. You will be safe here for a while, but Silver is fighting with a younger Yatzi and he may return and do you further harm when he realizes I have fled.
<<That will be my friend, Ogrid. He and I will lead the tribe when we are mated.>>
Hickory smiled. You are a princess, then?
<<I will be soon.>>
Only if Ogrid survives the encounter with Silver, thought Hickory. She felt a strong bond developing with Anyar, but she couldn’t let their burgeoning friendship interfere with her mission. Anyar’s problems were none of her concern. As soon as the thought surfaced, she felt a premonition of disaster. Silver could win, Ogrid could die, and what of Anyar? She would never achieve her destiny as leader of the tribe.
You must come with me. When your father finds out my friends and I have escaped, there’s no telling what he might do to you.
Anyar nodded. <<I will come with you as far as the next Yatzi settlement. I will be safe there.>>
#
Anyar was less than happy to find the others waiting for her, narrowing her eyes, and baring her teeth. <<Hic-o-ray. Why do these wait here? Is this a trick?>>
These are my friends, Anyar, and so they are also your friends. They will help us escape.
Jess and Gareth looked at her doubtfully, and Sikona blinked furiously. “Captain, what are you doing? Why bring this one with us? She will only bring trouble. We must get to Kaffur quickly. Leave her here and let us be on our way.”
Hickory’s eyes flashed. “She’s coming with us. Anyar knows this forest and will help us evade capture from the tribe. We will take her to the next Yatzi village and leave her where she will be safe.”
Anyar inspected each in turn. <<I will not go with the tall one. He is a hunter who has captured and killed many Yatzi.>>
The Bikashi blinked again. He could not hear Anyar’s words, but there was no doubt he got the message.
It took precious minutes for Hickory to convince Anyar that Sikona would do her no harm and was of a different tribe to those who hunted and killed her people. Even so, she glowered at him and watched him closely as she led them along a new track.
The irony wasn’t lost on Hickory. Here I am trying to convince someone of the opposite of what, until a few days ago, I believed. I’m still not sure I’ve got it right.




CHAPTER 11

Ambush

<<Hic-o-ray, there is danger.>>
Anyar’s warning came at the same moment Hickory recognized the imminent threat. Bikashi!
A bolt from an energy gun nicked Anyar’s shoulder, and she screeched, then leaped, caught a branch of a tree, and swung herself onto it. The Yatzi scrambled higher until she was hidden from the forest floor. Whimpering at the pain in her arm, she looked on, terrified, as half a dozen armed strangers poured into the clearing and surrounded Hickory and the others.
“Backs to backs,” said Hickory, her blade stretched out in front of her. The four formed a square, facing the intruders.
One attacker, armed with a rifle and wearing armor, pushed his way to the front and sneered. “What have we here?” Hickory’s SIM translated the Bikashi language. He regarded the humans and his forehead creased. “Earthling spies on Auriga? This is a mystery and no mistake.” He glanced at his followers, a glint in his eyes. “But perhaps a profitable one.” His snout quivered. He spotted Sikona, half concealed behind Hickory. “You! Come forward. What is this, what is this, an Aurigan citizen in the company of foreign infiltrators?” The leader aimed his rifle at Sikona’s chest. “Who are you and what are you doing in this remote area?” He heard rustling above him, jerked his head, and fired his weapon into the treetops. Anyar fell to the ground, bounced once, then lay still, her blood staining the ground.
Gareth’s eyes widened in disbelief. His face twisted and he took a step towards the leader. “You rotten mongrel!”
Jess glared at the Bikashi, but pulled Gareth away by the arm. “Why shoot her? She was a child—no threat to you.”
“A pity. It looks like I killed your pet. Alive, she would have been worth a week’s wages as a slave in the market.” His eyes blinked. “Even shot through with holes, her skin will fetch a tidy sum.” He raised his rifle and pointed it toward them again. “Listen to me, all of you. I will tell you once. Drop your weapons and do it now.”
Sikona squeezed between Gareth and Jess and faced the leader. “Tell me your name, friend. Whose orders do you carry?”
“A low-caste like you has no place demanding answers from me, Shrelek!” The commander indicated the scar on Sikona’s forehead and sneered pejoratively. “You will tell me what you are doing in the company of these humans.”
Hickory intervened. “This one is our prisoner. We were taking him to the Galactic Alliance when our ship suffered a malfunction, and we were forced to land on Auriga.”
The leader snorted, glancing towards his cohorts, who seemed amused. “Your prisoner? And who are you, human, to imprison a son of Auriga, even a lowlife such as this one?”
Sikona spoke first. “This is Hickory Lace, a Captain in Earth’s Alien Corps. Perhaps you have heard of her?”
The Bikashi took half a pace back. He looked Hickory up and down. “The Hickory Lace, supposed conqueror of the great commander Vogel? The one of whom it is said she can command evil creatures to do her bidding?” He gripped his rifle more firmly. A gleam of avarice entered the Bikashi’s eye. “Where is your ship? Take me to it.”
Hickory spread her arms wide. “I’m afraid I can’t. It’s more than my life is worth.”
The Bikashi raised the butt of his rifle to strike her in the stomach, but she evaded the blow, and knocked the weapon to the ground.
The soldiers advanced as one, cocking their rifles and pointing them at the faces of the others.
“You.” The leader picked up his rifle and poked at Sikona’s shoulder with the barrel. “What is your name?”
Sikona did not blink. “I asked you first, soldier.”
A hint of anger burned in the Bikashi’s round eyes. He licked the edges of his mouth with a thick tongue. “I am squad leader Corban, in charge of these troops, and I serve Jolphyr, the Science Directorate. Now, you. Tell me your name, Shrelek.” He pointed his rifle at Sikona.
“I would ask what a Bikashi battle squad is doing in the land of the Scarg, but I fear the answer is obvious. He glanced at the bulging packs of white pelts on the shoulders of the troops, then stood straight, looking the squad leader in the eyes. My name is Sikona, son of Ravitik. I am a special operative working undercover for Directorate Jolphyr. I was leading these Earthlings to him in Kaffur when my ship crash-landed on the permanent ice cap. Check in with him now.”
Corban’s mouth opened, but no words came out. He glanced at Hickory, who was still holding her sword. “Enough of this mummery. You are under arrest, all of you. We will discover the truth after you spend some time inside a Kaffur prison.” He motioned to his guards. “Bind them.”
Hickory saw Anyar struggle to her knees, blood spilling from her head. The Yatzi threw her massive arms around Corban’s torso and sank her teeth into his neck. Bright red blood spurted from the squad leader’s severed artery. As they fell to the ground, he pressed his gun into the female’s torso and shot her.
Anyar slumped on top of the Bikashi.
Hickory, Jess, and Gareth closed with three of the guards, swords, and knives flashing. The Bikashi were shocked by Anyar’s ferocious onslaught on their officer and by the speed of attack by the strangers. It took them a few moments to recover and by then it was too late to flee.
Hickory’s opponent swung his rifle like a club at Hickory, but she slashed at him with her long blade and separated his hand from his arm. He gaped then screamed, clutching the amputated limb to his chest.
Gareth and Jess swept into the attack. Gareth leaped high and plunged his twin daggers into the throat of his adversary.
Jess swung her broadsword over her head and rushed at her opponent. He staggered back, desperate to get out of her way then pulled the trigger of his blaster. Jess leaped, twisting in the air, and the searing white blast passed harmlessly by. She landed, surefooted as a cat, and her sword lashed out. The Bikashi dropped to his knees, clutching his stomach.
Two guards remained, their guns trained uncertainly on Sikona.
He glanced towards Hickory, and his voice reached her clearly, “Do not forget, for the Bikashi, honor is all, and family honor is most of all.” His body straightened, and he flung himself at the two guards. They shot him through the shoulder, but his momentum bowled them over.
Jess and Gareth ran toward them, soaked in the blood of their enemy. The two guards threw down their weapons and fell to the ground, burying their heads in their hands.
Sikona stood over them until Gareth found some rope and bound them together.
Jess examined Sikona. “A clean wound. You’re very fortunate, Bikashi.”
Hickory knelt beside Anyar and cradled her head in her arms. The Yatzi’s eyes glittered with tears. <<Hic-o-ray, what is happening to me? I feel cold, and it is dark.>> Her chest heaved with the effort to speak.
Jess rushed over, and together they examined the Yatzi’s wounds.
Jess gently lifted Anyar’s arm. “The shoulder is only grazed, but she cracked her head when she fell. That’s where most of the blood’s come from. What have you got?”
Hickory pursed her lips. “The energy bolts have seared the flesh on her abdomen. In a human, the kidneys would be fried, but her vital organs could be arranged differently. I can’t tell how serious it is. There’s minimal blood, so maybe nothing major’s been damaged. Sikona do you know anything about Yatzi physiology?”
The Bikashi cocked his head and sucked air through his teeth.
Jess frowned. “What does that mean, yes or no? She could die.”
“Perhaps. If the Yatzi physiology is similar to the Bikashi, then there is nothing vital in that area,” he said.
#
They did what they could to treat Anyar’s wounds, wrapped her in a blanket, then went to attend to the dead and the prisoners. Sikona declared his injury was minor, but Jess cleaned it, smothered it in antiseptic, and bandaged it anyway. The Bikashi flexed his arm and thanked her.
Jess glared at him. “What was all that rubbish about us being your prisoners?”
“As you say, rubbish, to deflect the squad leader from our purpose.”
Jess started to respond, then closed her mouth when Hickory came through on her SIM. Leave it until later, Jess. Let’s get ourselves organized first.
Squad leader Corban was dead, and the trooper who’d lost a hand didn’t look as though he would live long. He sat ashen-faced with his back against the trunk of a tree-fern. They placed the three dead soldiers side by side in a shallow grave and heaped small rocks and foliage over the top. Hickory doubted this would deter predators from finding them, but they’d done the best they could in the circumstances, she thought. Sikona stood by their grave silent for a few minutes. “They died honorably. May they find peace in Septor.”
Hickory caught his eyes. We have a lot to discuss, you and I. She could not explain why Sikona had offered another reason to Corban for their presence here, but she would find out. If Anyar hadn’t attacked when she did, we would be prisoners now.
The two remaining guards presented another problem. Gareth was all for killing them outright. “They would have killed us,” he said, “and we can’t let them raise the alarm. These guys didn’t get here by magic. Someone will be looking for them.”
Sikona agreed. “These two showed no courage. In the Bikashi culture, the best they could expect would be banishment. Better for them if they are never found.”
Hickory worried about it. If it had been possible for Corban to call up his command, he would have done so, just to check out Sikona’s story. Was it pure coincidence the squad leader also worked for the Science Directorate? Should she expect a much larger force to be sent against them? She boosted the range of her SIM as far as she could using her empathic sense and picked up no signs of pursuit. She could at least be sure they weren’t on the island as yet. Abruptly, she whimpered and clutched at her head. Her legs gave way and she slumped to her knees.
Jess grabbed hold of her arm and helped her to a sitting position. “Are you all right? What happened?”
“Is something coming?” asked Gareth, glancing around.
Hickory remained bowed with her head in her hands. “There’s a profound sense of loss emanating from Yatzi women and children all over the island. They are telepaths and when Anyar’s tribe relayed the news she is missing and presumed captured by the Bikashi hunters, the shock radiated with such intensity it felt like a needle driven into my skull.”
She took a deep breath and rose to her feet. “There is anger, yes, but mostly the Yatzi feel an enormous sense of despair. Silver is attempting to round up his people to search for his daughter but without much enthusiasm. I think though, that when the tribe recovers from the initial shock, they will pursue us. Anyar was being groomed to lead the tribe. She is a terrible loss to them.”
Sikona had gone quiet. Now he said, “Why don’t we leave her for the tribe to find? This would be best for Anyar, the Yatzi, and ourselves.”
Hickory hesitated. It made sense. “I will talk with her. But if she wants to come with me, I’ll not abandon her. She is a friend.” Hickory’s face was drawn, and she felt the onset of a massive headache. She groaned.
Jess recognized the symptoms and held out a capsule. “Here, take this. It’ll help.”
Hickory closed her eyes and concentrated on the turmoil of the tribe. She found Silver and sensed sorrow and a deep regret he hadn’t been more inclusive of his daughter. “I think they’ll remain at their camp tonight. It’s getting too late for them to conduct a search now. They’ll look for her in the morning.” She swallowed the pills with a little water. “How is Anyar?” she asked.
“Awake,” said Jess. “But she’s not going anywhere anytime soon.”
#
Next morning Anyar professed herself much recovered. Gareth and Jess built a travois, intending to carry her. <<I am Yatzi, I am strong, not an infant,>> she protested.
Hickory was still in two minds whether they should risk bringing Anyar with them. The tribe would pursue them, at least for a while.
Silver will be here soon. You can wait here and guard the prisoners until he arrives. You’ll be safe and the tribe will welcome you back as a hero. You can be with Ogrid again.
Anyar’s brows lowered and her neck extended to its full length. <<No, I will come with you, Hic-o-ray.>> Images of the debt she owed to Hickory for saving her from the quicksand emanated from the youngster.
Hickory was surprised to also perceive a firm resolve to find out the fate of the Yatzi taken by the Bikashi.
It may be dangerous, my friend.
<<You and I go together.>>
Anyar would not budge. If Hickory left her behind, the young one would follow them and possibly do herself more damage.
Can you let your people know you are safe?
<<They are too far away to hear me speak, but I will leave a sign that I am well.>>
Hickory sighed. Stay on the stretcher.
They gathered the fallen weapons and searched the Bikashi for anything edible, shouldered their packs and set off at a trot, Jess and Gareth carrying Anyar between them. Hickory sensed the Yatzi villagers were on the move at last. It wouldn’t take them long to find the skirmish site and the Bikashi they’d left behind. She worried whether killing the prisoners outright would have been a kinder fate, but couldn’t bring herself to do the deed in cold blood, and wouldn’t ask Sikona or Gareth to commit murder. She rationalized the Bikashi would at least keep the tribe occupied until they were well away.
#
The climb was tough and left no breath for talking. The subject on Hickory’s mind was one she wanted to keep between the Alien Corps operatives anyway, so they communicated via their SIM.
What was Sikona on about telling Corban we were his prisoners? Gareth asked the critical question.
Don’t know, but I didn’t like the sound of it, said Jess.
Hickory was blunt. I want him to give me straight answers. If he’s a traitor, we’ll need to deal with him tonight, but I want to wait until we’re settled and Anyar is asleep. I don’t want her upset.
They arrived at the summit at twilight. Stars emerged, rotating overhead. Hickory counted seven moons from tiny to the massive remnant of Gosche, half eaten as though by a stellar dragon. They set up camp in a hollow in the rock and used the camp stove to warm up their rations.
“Sikona, we need to talk about what went down during the ambush.” She sat cross-legged with a Bikashi rifle resting on her lap.
Sikona looked at Jess and Gareth, then glanced at the weapon before raising his gaze to Hickory. “Who wants to begin?” he said
Hickory lifted her hand to stop Gareth leaping in. “Will you tell us the truth?”
“What is truth? I will tell you all I know. You will decide whether to believe me or not.”
“If I do not, then I will kill you.”
“I expect nothing less. Ask your questions.”
Hickory deployed her sense of empathy. It had been a long time since she’d used it to determine whether someone was telling her the truth or not. She’d sworn never to scan the feelings of a friend because she felt it was an intrusion on their privacy, but this was different. She’d apologize later if Sikona turned out to be straight. “You said your family was persecuted by Jolphyr, but you told Corban you’re working for Jolphyr. Which is true?”
The Bikashi sucked the air through his teeth and struck his breast. “Everything I told you about my family and Jolphyr’s treatment of them is true. I have never lied to you, Hickory, but sometimes you didn’t ask the right questions.”
Hickory’s mind blazed, and she rose to her feet, the gun pointed at him. “So, you admit to keeping the truth from me, and you do work for Jolphyr, don’t you? How can that not be a lie?”
Gareth leaped to his feet and crouched over Sikona. “The guy’s a treacherous Bikashi bastard, that’s how. I never did trust him.”
“I have never lied to any of you. Jolphyr promised to restore the honor of my family if I lured you to Auriga. I accepted, and from the beginning until now I have been in his employ, but my intention is as I told you. When I come face to face with the Science Directorate, I will kill him. I would have killed him earlier, but he was guarded at all times. After he is dead, the Sword will be yours to take, Hickory.”
“You swear Jolphyr has the Sword?”
“By the blood of my father, I swear he has the casket. I cannot swear to him having the Sword.”
Hickory could sense no evasion from Sikona on that point. Either he’d told her the truth, or he was well trained to mask his feelings. “Why did you deceive us? Why not tell the whole story from the beginning?”
“I was afraid you would not take me with you. My family honor can only be redeemed by Jolphyr’s death at my hands.”
Hickory couldn’t deny this. There was no way they would have gone on the mission with a known double agent. “And this is why you have protected me on our journey? So you can get access to the Directorate?”
Sikona’s head drooped. “After a time, it seemed the right thing to do, but I am ashamed to admit it wasn’t always so. I needed to keep you alive. Otherwise, my mission would fail. That was my plan. Even my discourse with Corban was aimed at improving our chances of getting to Kaffur. There would be no benefit for me in you being arrested by another.”
Jess swept the hair from her forehead. “What I can’t understand is why you trusted Jolphyr. Would he really accept you back into Aurigan society?”
Sikona grunted. “There was never any chance of that, Jess. As soon as Jolphyr had what he wanted, I’d be disposed of.”
Hickory relaxed and sat down again. She placed the rifle by her side, still within reach. There were other questions to be asked, but she was satisfied he was telling her the truth as far as it went. She felt he had been as open with them as his Bikashi nature would allow. At least, she could sense no duplicity, but she couldn’t help but wonder what other secrets he might have
Gareth frowned at her. “Cap, surely you don’t believe this stuff? I mean, why did he ask Corban to call Jolphyr if he didn’t want us arrested?”
“I wanted to find out whether Corban was in direct contact with him, whether he was under orders to find and arrest us. His reaction says he wasn’t, which means they were on an illegal hunt and stumbled upon us by accident.”
“And what about you? Have you been in contact with Jolphyr? Does he know we’re here?” Gareth arms were stiff, his hands clenched.
Sikona handed him the data prism. “There is a micro transmitter inside. I used it to report our progress. Once, while you were asleep before we crossed the isthmus, and again at the swimming hole. The battery is depleted.”
Gareth ejected the transmitter and crushed it under his heel. He turned to Hickory. “It’s dead now, but Jolphyr might already have sent a goon squad.”
Hickory shrugged. “Hopefully we won’t be so easy to find without the transmitter. But we should still be on our guard.”
“Our problem is, now they’re expecting us,” said Gareth.
#
Hickory spoke with Jess and Gareth on their SIMS. What do you think?
Desperation makes people do desperate things, said Jess.
Everything he says seems logical, but I still don’t trust him. I say we kill him now, said Gareth.
Hickory looked at the ground, her forehead wrinkled. She was unsure. She wanted Sikona to be telling them the truth, but his actions to date gave her mixed messages. If what he said was true, he was betraying Jolphyr, which didn’t fill her with confidence he wouldn’t bite her hand in the future, given the need and the opportunity. So, untrustworthy then, but his actions were logical, and he was desperate to restore his family’s honor, which is laudable. He had reasons for what he did. What sort of person is Jolphyr to incite such hatred, and why does he want me specifically?
The billy came to the boil and Hickory stirred in some leaves. “I hope, Sikona, I’m right in my assessment of your character. You’ve opened my eyes to the Bikashi culture, and I’m better prepared to meet the enemy because of it. You’ve helped to keep us safe to this point, whether inspired by your personal mission or because we were dependent on each other, I don’t know, but I think it has drawn us together. I give you credit for that. We will proceed as before, allies with a common purpose.”
Sikona nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself.
Not so, Gareth. “And I’ll be watching, Bikashi.”




CHAPTER 12

H2S

A low-lying fog had descended overnight, covering them with condensation. By the time they’d broken their fast and packed their swag, it lifted, and the slopes of the mountains could be seen sweeping down to the barren plains below. In the distance, a silvery surf broke on a golden beach.
Hickory found Anyar sitting on a rock, munching on a root and staring at the ocean. She half-turned as Hickory approached. <<Hic-o-ray. I have never been any place that looks as fine as here. What do you call this?>> She gestured toward the scenic view below.
That is the ocean. People on my planet go to the ocean for recreation. They swim in the saltwater, build castles in the sand, and sunbake on the beach. She projected the images to Anyar but could see the Yatzi was confused. She changed tack. How are your wounds, let me see? Carefully she peeled back the dressing on her arm. That looks to be healing nicely. Can you stretch your arm?
The youngster stretched and flexed her arm without any obvious discomfort. Her wounded abdomen, too, was a healthy pink color. Hickory applied more salve and redressed the wounds. You are recovering well.
<<Yatzi are strong.>>
When you first lay on the travois, I sensed you wanted to come with us because you felt you owed me a debt.
Anyar stretched her neck high. <<I owe you my life. Such a debt is not easily paid.>>
I also had the impression you wanted to find out what has happened to your captured tribe members.
Anyar hesitated. <<I do not know if that is what I want or what I fear to do, but I feel it is my duty.>>
It will be a hard journey. Are you fit enough?
<<Yatzi are strong>>
When they rejoined the rest of the team, Gareth was examining a map drawn on a sheet of canvas. “It should take us an hour to reach the top of the next ridge, and we could be at the seafront by late morning. Then what are we going to do?” he said. “The Admiral’s map indicates it’s fifteen hundred miles to the mainland by way of the poisonous sea. I don’t think I can swim that far, do you?” He smirked at Jess, who was staring into the distance, a faraway look on her face. “Jess?”
“Sorry, what did you say? I was just thinking. How did the Bikashi reach us here in the middle of this island, maybe two thousand miles from Kaffur?”
Gareth nodded. “They must have flown here.”
Hickory agreed. “If they planned to collect Yatzi pelts and return to Kaffur, there must be a Bikashi transport waiting somewhere to take them back. But there’s nowhere in the mountains a Bikashi jet could safely land.”
“The jet might have set the hunters down on the plains at the pole side of the island, but I’d put my money on the transport waiting at a Bikashi outpost somewhere in the south,” said Jess.
The more Hickory considered the problem, the more convinced she became they were heading in the right direction. There was no logical reason to think the hunters would approach the island from the north as she’d been forced to do. Jess was right, the jet would be somewhere on the southern coastline, and if there were a scientific outpost like Sikona had said, that’s where they’d find it.
#
From their vantage point high on the next ridge, the rising sun appeared like a sluggish yellow blob struggling to emerge from the vast, poisoned sea. They were only three miles as the crow flies from the water’s edge. Steam rose from the brackish water and crawled across the landscape, banking up against the feet of the mountains. The odor of rotten eggs wafted up to them on a light breeze. “Hydrogen Sulfide,” said Gareth, unnecessarily. He noticed their wry expressions, and continued with a rush, “Probably produced by the breakdown of organic matter as well as the rotting flesh of people and animals from the radioactive fallout. I’d say the sea has stayed poisonous long after the radiation moderated because marine deposits of crude petroleum and natural gas were ruptured during the war.”
“Saved your nerd reputation in the nick of time,” said Jess, laughing.
Gareth’s cheeks colored then he shrugged and grinned sheepishly.
Hickory checked her Geiger counter. “Rising, but still within tolerance levels. It’ll be okay provided we don’t stay on the planet more than a week or two,” she said. Gareth and I could probably endure it longer, but it’s risky for Jess’s baby.
Halfway down the mountainside, the greenery of the forests gave way to the ochre, browns, and yellows of the plains. Like the northern coast of the island, the ground was strewn with large boulders. Small leafless ferns with flimsy milky-white fronds grew in their shadows. Other plants with tight, closed flower heads swayed on ten-foot-tall dark orange stalks. Gareth dubbed them “tiger tails.” Intensely interested in everything around him, he unearthed an assortment of flat, creeping plants, and examined them. “Single-celled rooting structure, very primitive.” He cast his eyes around and nodded. “This could all be a renaissance of the first plants to emerge on this planet. They would have germinated under similar conditions.”
Hickory scanned ahead with the scope. “Very interesting Gareth, but perhaps we can forgo the botany lesson for now. There’s a small island about a mile offshore with what appear to be buildings on it. I can see a squarish tower that might be a comms station and a few dome-shaped structures.”
“It’s probably a research station for the scientists who come here periodically,” said Sikona.
“It could also be a temporary base for the hunters,” said Jess.
“Any humanoids? Can you see the jet?” Gareth shaded his eyes to peer at the island.
“If it were me,” said Jess, “it would be too well camouflaged. You won’t see anything from this distance.”
Hickory snapped the scope shut and put it into her backpack. “Lucky it’s not your jet then. It’s there all right—plain as day. I can’t see any signs of life. They may be inside, or the station might be unmanned.” She grinned at her team. “That jet could be our ticket out of here. All we need to do is get over there.”
#
They spent the next hour discussing how to reach the island. It wasn’t far as the crow flies, but they would need to navigate the sea and the hydrogen sulfide gas, which as well as being poisonous, was highly flammable.
Jess clicked her fingers several times. “What about a hot air balloon like we used in Avanaux? We might be able to fly over—”
Gareth interjected. “We don’t have enough materials. There are a few blankets we could sew together, and maybe we can find some reedy leaves to weave a basket, but the prevailing wind is in the wrong direction. Without an engine, we’d never reach the island.”
Jess jumped to her feet and grabbed Gareth’s arms. “No, not a balloon—a hang glider! I’m sure we can find enough materials to build three machines.”
Hickory completed the thought. “And in these light winds, we can launch from the mountain top.” It was a risk, but possible. Just. She explained the theory to Sikona.
He sucked air through his teeth. “I am heavy. Almost two-hundred pounds in your measurements, but if you say it can be done…I can think of no other way to reach the island. The worst that will happen is I don’t get off the ground, and we waste some time.”
Hickory didn’t dissuade him from the idea. A lot worse could happen. He might get a hundred feet into the air, and the glider falls apart. She and Jess had paraglided in Melbourne with Jess’s two girls. It had been fun. She’d enjoyed the feeling of freedom, but she’d been supported by a sophisticated harness suspended from an airframe made from durable, light aluminum alloy. This would have to be a lot more primitive.
Gareth was already going pale at the thought. “Maybe it’s not so good an idea.”
“If you get any better ones, let me know, Gareth, but in the meantime, let’s forage around and see what we can find. We have rope and the thermal blankets, but we could do with extra vines, stout lightweight materials for the cross spars, and something to help make the sailcloth.”
“Do we even know how to build one of these antiquated flying machines?” Gareth asked.
“I pilot spacecraft,” said Jess. “I think I know how to build a kite.”
“A kite?” spluttered Gareth.
“Look, the physics are straightforward—we’re not talking rocket science.”
“I’d be a heck more comfortable if it was rocket science.”
#
As they scouted the area for suitable materials, Hickory and Jess deliberated on how to get everyone across to the island when only they two had hang gliding experience.
“I’m comfortable flying in tandem with either Gareth or Sikona, but if Anyar is to come, she’ll need to go with you because you can communicate telepathically with her.”
Hickory pressed her lips together. “Anyar has to come with us. In her mind, her need to get to Kaffur is as pressing as ours.”
“Is she well enough to make the journey? It’s only been four days since she was shot.”
“She has remarkable powers of recovery. As she keeps reminding me, Yatzi are strong. Her shoulder has completely healed and her abdomen almost so. I think she can make it, and I agree she and I should fly together, but that would still leave one behind. There’s no way I’d let Gareth or Sikona fly solo without at least three days training. I’m going to have to try a triple load.”
“No, Hickory. It’s impossible. Only a few people have done a triple in the history of gliding, and they had sophisticated machines, not sticks and leaves like us.”
“Believe me, I don’t fancy the idea much either, but what’s the alternative?”
“Maybe we can find an elevated take-off position on the island and locate some thermals to bring me back here for Sikona.”
They argued back and forth, and eventually, Jess won out. “If it’s not possible for me to glide back, Sikona should be the one to miss out.”
Hickory noticed Anyar watching them. She might never have seen a bird before now, and she’d have no concept of flight. Hickory wondered how they’d ever get the Yatzi into the air.
Anyar, do you see the island just offshore? She pointed, and the Yatzi nodded. We have to go there, but we can’t touch the sea because it’s dangerous.
<<Yes. The water smells bad. It will make you sick if you drink it.>>
Do you see the feathered animals floating high in the sky? You see how they travel across the sea but do not touch it?
<<I saw some when I hunted. I tried to catch them but could not reach. I don’t understand why they do not fall to the ground.>>
We call these creatures birds. They use wings to stay in the air. We say they are flying. Sometimes they flap their wings like that one. She pointed to a gull flying overhead. But mostly the wind holds them up.
<<I see it, Hic-o-ray. The bird moved its wings! These creatures are lucky to soar so high.>>
Hickory felt encouraged to continue. You too can fly if you wish. She felt the consternation in the Yatzi’s mind.
<<I cannot fly—I have no wings. Is this a trick, Hic-o-ray?>>
We can make wings to carry you over the sea to the island. Would you like to fly, Anyar?
<<No. Yatzi do not fly.>> She made a gurgling sound that Hickory had learned was laughter.
Humans can fly too. Would you like to see?
Anyar nodded her head, gravely. <<Yes, Anyar would like to see Hic-o-ray flap her wings.>>
All right, but first we need to find the right materials to make my wings. Help me find some strong vines.
In the end, they found more than enough materials to construct the gliders. The stems of the “tiger tails” they’d seen earlier proved to be made of a tough resin-rich substance, with good flexibility. Jess tested the breaking point by suspending one between two boulders and walking over it. When Sikona balanced in the middle, the stalk bent ten degrees from the horizontal but didn’t break. Jess announced it perfect for the purpose.
They had more trouble finding thin, flexible leaves to supplement their three heat blankets which would form the skin of the hang gliders. But by evening they’d gathered the materials and began to assemble the gliders using a vegetable glue made from the tiger tail resin mixed with crushed fibrous plant material.
They continued at first light the next day and by mid-afternoon, they were ready to test the gliders out. Jess elected to go first. She ran down the mountainside, with the others cheering her on. Anyar clapped and screeched with them. After twenty-five meters, the air started to lift the craft. The glider flew steadily onwards, six feet above the mountain slope.
How is it, Jess? Hickory spoke to her via her SIM.
The frame feels a bit shaky. We need to add some strength to the joints. I’m going to take her up to test the skin. She pulled against the bar, redistributing her weight forward and swinging herself to the left. The glider responded to the increased lift and spiraled slowly upwards using the thermals from the land to rise.
Anyar gaped and tugged at Hickory’s arm. <<She is flying. Jess is a bird!>>
Twenty minutes later, Jess landed on her feet on top of the mountain. She unstrapped herself from the rope harness and rubbed her shoulders and arms as Hickory, Gareth, Sikona, and Anyar trotted over to her.
“I think it will work. A bit uncomfortable under the arms without a regular harness, but I figure I could have reached the island without much trouble. Some strong thermals are coming up from the sea.”
Hickory was pleased with the result and clapped her partner on the shoulder. “Great Job! Let’s make the adjustments and see how we manage with two on the bar.”
An hour later, they were ready. Anyar, watch Gareth run and see him fly with me.
#
“Ready, Gareth?” said Hickory. “Remember the rules. Don’t look down when you’re running or you’ll lose your footing, and we’ll crash. Relax, and you’ll soon feel the glider pull against your harness as it starts to lift. It’s the same principle as a paper airplane launched from your hand. We’ll glide slowly at first, then we’ll bank left and gain some altitude. When we’ve had enough, we’ll come around to our right and land where Jess is standing. Are you up for this, junior?”
“I guess.” His face was pale, and his eyes were wide.
“Gareth, we’ll be ten feet off the ground for most of the trip. Just do as I tell you, and you’ll be all right. We don’t want Anyar to see you’re scared.”
“I’m ready. Let's go, for heaven’s sake. All this hanging around is making me nervous.” He grinned at Hickory. “That was a joke.”
“Start running.” Said Hickory. She waved to the Yatzi who was holding Jess’s hand. They cheered as Hickory and Gareth galloped down the hillside.
When they took off, Gareth’s legs were still spinning in the fresh air. At Hickory’s urging, he hooked his feet through the loop and straightened his legs.
“How are you feeling?” said Hickory.
Gareth whooped. “As though we’re racing across the ground and going to crash and die at any moment. How fast are we traveling?”
“About twenty miles an hour. Just keep looking forward, not down.”
They flew level for a few minutes and then rose in some thermal lift. “Bank left and bring the nose up a little,” said Hickory. They redistributed their weight back and to the left. The glider slowed a little and coasted upwards.
“Wow, this is something else. I didn’t think I could enjoy something like this with my acrophobia.”
“Keep looking ahead. There’s a fantastic view once we get up a bit. We’ll give it ten minutes, then come in to land. Get ready to free your legs from the harness when I give the word.”
“Whatever you say, Cap.”
When they landed, Hickory looked immediately to Anyar. She’d almost fully recovered and physically she was strong enough to make the flight, but would the Yatzi be able to control her fear long enough to get them off the ground? Would she follow Hickory’s commands when she became airborne? If not, it was probable they would crash and could suffer serious injury.
At the moment, she was excited at having seen Hickory and Gareth flying together, and Hickory took advantage of her mood to run through what was required. They practiced some trial runs to simulate take off and maneuvered an imaginary craft. Hickory didn’t want to over-rehearse as she was afraid Anyar might develop second thoughts. She considered blindfolding the Yatzi but thought that would cause her to panic, and anyway, she needed Anyar to be alert and able to implement her instructions.
#
They shouldered their packs and lined up at the top of the slope, Hickory, and Anyar in front, with Jess and Gareth taking up the rear. Sikona sat on a boulder and watched. Jess called to him. “If all goes well, I’ll be back for you in an hour.”
Hickory called to Anyar, Ready to fly, my Anyar? She smiled confidently.
The Yatzi showed her teeth in what passed for a grin, and they began to run. After fifty yards, they left the ground. Hickory demonstrated how to place her legs into the cocoon, then instructed Anyar on what to do step by step. Eventually, both were as streamlined as they could manage, and they spiraled gently up.
Anyar, you are flying!
<<I am flying! Should we flap our wings, Hic…o…ray?>> She said, gurgling.
Hickory was amazed at how well the Yatzi could implement the lessons she’d taught her, and she was enjoying the flight. I guess being a Yatzi and not human doesn’t make her any less intelligent or brave. Hickory kept the thought to herself.
At three thousand feet, the skin of the glider started to flutter, and Hickory descended to a more stable altitude.
It took them half an hour to reach the island, which appeared deserted from the air. Shaped like a teardrop, rising sheer from the misty sea and with a flat top, there was little by way of vegetation except for long swaying grass. Hickory guessed its dimensions to be a mile and a half long, and a mile or so at its widest point. She spotted a few small animals grazing near the southern edge and a rookery of white feathered birds to the north. These became agitated, squawking and flapping wings as the two hang gliders passed overhead in their survey of the island. They think we’re predators, Hickory communicated to Jess via her SIM. Let’s keep out of their way.
Hickory hovered until she saw Jess and Gareth land on top of the cliff, then set her hang glider down near the Bikashi jet.
Anyar was exhilarated. <<Do it again?>>
Hickory laughed. Not today, my friend. She opened a channel to Jess. Everything okay with you?
All good here. Gareth’s headed your way. There’s a nice updraft happening now. I’m going to head back for Sikona. She set off at a run that took her over the edge. The glider plunged out of sight and then soared into the air.
Good luck. Not that you need it, said Hickory. She waved, then she and Anyar trotted toward the jet to meet Gareth.




CHAPTER 13

Island of the Dead

“Gareth, you check out the jet, but remember, no heroics. I’ll take a look at the tower.” Hickory’s eyes darted left and right seeking trouble. Anyar, please stay with Gareth until I get back.
The ground crunched underfoot as she approached the structure. Time had reduced most of the original building to rubble, but the design of the whole could be discerned from the remnants of the foundations which were still visible. The central tower Hickory had spotted from Ongea rose perpendicularly, fifty feet from its square base to its flat roof. She noted the marks indicating where adjoining rooms had once existed. The tower was built from stone and the adjoining rooms had been made from mud bricks, gone many years before.
She walked around the outside, seeking an entrance.
When she reached halfway, she noticed some symbols etched into the rock. She stared at them, puzzled. Who made these? Bikashi? Some of the characters appeared human. She examined the marks more closely, looking for anything she might recognize. She shook her head. Perhaps I’m imagining it. She followed the wall back to where she’d started. Nothing. Either there’s no entrance, or it’s hidden, and I need a key of some sort to open it. Seems unlikely though, given the remoteness of the location. One thing’s for sure, this is no research station.
Jess trotted up, panting. “Bit of a sticky landing, but we made it. I left Sikona at the jet with Gareth and Anyar. There’s no sign of the pilot, but there’s plenty of fuel, and everything looks set to go. Any luck here?” She spotted the symbols on the wall, and her jaw dropped. Her eyes raced across the script, and she underlined several sections with her finger. “This is amazing. You know what this is, right?”
Hickory stood motionless. “Some sort of code?”
“In a way. I don’t understand what it’s doing here, but this is cuneiform, ancient writing from around 2000-1600 BC. See how some of these marks are repeated in a pattern?”
Hickory looked sharply at her. “Cuneiform, you’re sure?”
“Yes.” Jess moved away from the tower to get a better perspective of the whole. “When I joined the Corps as a cadet, I became interested in the origins of the Old Testament and took up Mesopotamian history as an elective at Melbourne University.” She paced out the remnants of the furthest wall, then counted the parallel lines into the tower. “Five walls which means five levels—wow! It must have been a huge ziggurat.” She returned to Hickory and stared at the writing. “I studied cuneiform and its English translation as part of my course.”
Gareth and Sikona arrived in time to hear Jess explain.
“A ziggurat was a temple complex in ancient Mesopotamia, a set of joined buildings devoted to the care of the gods. Imagine a pyramid with up to seven tiers, and each tier smaller than the one under it. The top tier would hold an altar or a statue to the god.”
Hickory looked up, peering at the top of the tower. “But, how can such a thing, a ziggurat, be here on a world millions of light years from Earth? Can you translate the script?” Her voice emerged husky, and she cleared her throat.
“Possibly. Let me see. Yes, this section refers to Ereshkigal or Ishtar, Queen of the Great Earth, who was the goddess of the land of the dead in Sumerian mythology. On her left is Neti, her gatekeeper, and servant. Standing on her right is Ninshubur, her second in command.”
Gareth shifted his gaze from the tower to the surrounding domes. “Those buildings are constructed from mud brick, but they belong to a different era than this place. They could be the remains of a sizable town.”
Jess wasn’t listening. She cleared the dust from a section of the writing. “There are lots of references to kings and queens and their royal offspring. I’d say this is, or was, a burial place for Mesopotamian nobility.”
Gareth blustered, “That's a very long bow to draw, even given your undoubted expertise in cuneiform, mother.”
Jess bristled at Gareth’s scoffing tone. “I’m telling you what I see. You would find writing almost identical to this in modern day Iran.”
“It makes sense,” said Hickory with a warning glance at Gareth. “Sikona, you said the Lakedwellers are like humans. Forget for a moment how they got here. If they came from our world, it would be natural for them to bring their gods and culture with them, wouldn’t it?”
“Okay,” said Gareth, raising his eyes. “I’ll accept this is a three-thousand-year-old burial chamber, but the domes must have been built by a different people entirely. This ziggurat was already a ruin by the time they were constructed.”
Hickory nodded. “I want every dome checked. There might be some useful information inside.” She looked around her, searching. “By the way, where’s Anyar got to?”
<<Ayayeewaii!>>
Anyar’s plaintive call broke their puzzlement, and they ran toward the sound.
#
Anyar, where are you? Is something wrong - are you all right? She saw the Yatzi emerge from the doorway of one of the dome buildings and rushed towards her. Anyar!
The creature’s head was thrown back, and her arms shook. <<Hic-o-ray, why did you bring me here? This is a house of the dead.>> She moaned again.
Hickory tried to squeeze past the Yatzi, but Anyar put her arm out, preventing her from entering.
<<No! It is not permitted to enter.>>
Anyar, my friend, tell me what happened, please. She was perplexed by the aggressive stance the Yatzi was adopting and reached out to her. It’ll be all right, I promise. I will do nothing, touch nothing unless you permit me.
The Yatzi’s mouth was drawn down and her lips quivered. <<Hic-o-ray, there are dead Yatzi inside. You must promise not to disturb their spirits.>>
Yatzi? What are Yatzi doing here? She saved the thought for another time then spoke to Anyar’s mind, I promise, my friend. Tell me what I must do.
<<Take my hand and follow my path.>>
It took a few moments for Hickory’s eyes to adjust to the light inside. Anyar held her hand tight and whispered. <<There. A mother and her offspring.>>
The long-dead remains of a whole family of Yatzi occupied one corner. Most had disintegrated long before, leaving only dust and a few bones to mark their passing. Two skeletons lay furthest away, now sadly merged as one. The mother and child had died last, but there was no sign of what might have caused their death. My friend, let us leave your ancestors to their rest. 
She led the Yatzi outside and gently closed the door, then looked more closely at the latch. They were locked in. This was a prison. They starved to death.
The others were waiting, and Hickory briefed them on what had transpired. She looked at the sky. “Time is running out. We need to get moving. I want us out of here by dark, but we should investigate the remaining domes before then. I suggest we let Anyar enter first and she will tell us if there are more Yatzi remains.”
Most of the buildings were derelict with parts of their structures having crumbled to rubble and dust. Anyar entered each and announced them free of Yatzi dead.
The first building comprised a circular room, twenty feet in diameter. The floor had at one time been tiled with colored mosaics, although only fragments remained. Any wooden or fabric furnishings had long since vanished.
Hickory stooped and lifted a carved stone doll with the remains of pigmentation on its eyes and mouth. Perhaps some child’s toy, she mused. She noted Anyar’s curiosity and handed it to her.
Anyar stared at it a few moments then let it fall to the ground. <<Not Yatzi, not real.>>
Jess wandered over, carrying a gleaming golden artifact. “Looks like a torc, a neck decoration. Someone important lived here.” She swept her hand around. “All this, the tomb, the writing, these artifacts, suggest not all Lakedwellers on Auriga were slaves. There were some wealthy people, too. I’d be interested in spending a week researching this place. I bet we’d uncover a lot of information about the early inhabitants.”
“Look at this,” said Gareth, swishing a sword back and forth. “I’m not sure what the blade’s made from, but it’s in great condition for its age. It must be at least a thousand years old. There’s a spear and a shield as well, all inlaid with gold.”
“We only take what we can carry, and only items to help us survive, guys. Okay?” Hickory noted the disappointed looks, but there was little point in carrying treasure. On this mission, it would be dead weight. “Right, darkness is fast approaching. Sikona, you and Gareth check out the Bikashi jet and make sure there are no nasty surprises left behind.”
#
Hickory decided on a quick meal and a two-hour nap before the flight to the mainland. She wanted to be airborne as soon as the sun went down.
Silently, she considered their discoveries. It was incredible, but there was no denying early Earth-people had prospered here at one time, priests, royalty and nobles as well as farmers, fishermen, builders, and scribes. From the condition of the remains, the Yatzi came much later, centuries later. The humans had left this island long before the Yatzi arrived. The rest was a mystery.
Anyar, are you awake? Did you know your kind were here on the island?
<<Yatzi live in the fern forest.>>
Why would their spirits rest here?
<<I do not know why the spirits are here. Yatzi live in the fern forest.>>
Hickory asked the same question in several different ways hoping to spark something in Anyar’s memory, but the result was the same. Yatzi live in the fern forest. She thought of the dead family in the domed room. They had been imprisoned.
Anyar, you remember when I came and took you from the village, you said Sikona’s people would come and hunt the Yatzi? Did they ever take anyone away, or did anyone disappear after the attacks?
The Yatzi bobbed her head up and down. <<Yes, yes. Many were taken each time, not only from our tribe, but others in the forest. Perhaps they were brought here?>>
Perhaps.
Hickory felt jubilant. Then she wondered why the hunters would bring live captives here and why there were so few. Was this some sort of macabre skin removal factory? Surely not. This has to be a transfer point. They were captured in the forest and kept here before being ferried to their ultimate destination, the city of Kaffur.
#
With Sikona’s help, Jess had little difficulty figuring out what she needed to do to get the jet into the air. Once she’d taken off, she gained altitude and worked out the rest by trial and error. Mostly, she guessed right. Hickory thought there were a couple of times where she deliberately went into free-fall just to see Gareth’s reaction.
Anyar’s response was more comical. She loved it. Gurgling and clapping, she kept calling for more.
When Jess felt confident, she took the jet fast and low over the poisoned sea, raising a spray of concentrated hydrogen sulfide from the supersonic pressure wave. After an hour, the haze lifted, and the water appeared less murky. Another six hundred miles and Sikona pointed out a school of flying fish, shining silvery under the starlight. “The sea is clean here. The toxicity doesn’t extend this far. Hopefully, for the sake of the planet, the worst is over.”
Hickory nodded. “We’ve got this far undetected, but I don’t think we’ll escape the notice of air traffic control for much longer. How far to go, Jess?”
“Six hundred miles and we’ll be in sight of land. I suggest we get ready to ditch. Sikona, Gareth, can you guys organize the dinghies?”
“Roger that,” said Gareth. He tapped Sikona on the arm and signaled him to follow.
“How busy is it likely to get out here, Sikona?”
The Bikashi’s round eyes widened. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen the mainland from this angle. When I fled Auriga, I was in the passenger cabin of a space liner going straight up. I would guess there won’t be a lot of activity, but it’s possible we might be spotted by a fishing vessel or passenger craft.”
“The ship’s sensors will tell us if we’re pinged,” said Gareth.
They approached to within ten miles of the shore and Jess belly-landed the plane. They inflated the two dinghies they’d found and transferred all the emergency food packs and flares into the second lifeboat. Gareth made a six-inch incision in the side of the first and launched it through the main fuselage door. As soon as it hit the water, the emergency beacon flashed and started signaling their location. They loaded the second dinghy with their provisions, including the weapons found on the island, a spare zapper, and a dull-blue plastic cloth they’d discovered in the jet. With the distress apparatus disabled, they paddled quickly away from the plane.




CHAPTER 14

Squirmers

They slid the lifeboat over the mud flat and heaved it onto the rocky ground of the mainland. Anyar turned at the engine noise of a search craft. She gesticulated and told Hickory, <<Another metal bird comes.>>
Jess looked through her spyglass. “They’re heading out to sea. It won’t take long to figure out something is wrong when they find the second dinghy. Then they’ll come looking for the missing crew.”
“We’ll be long gone by then,” said Gareth. “But we should hide the lifeboat, just in case.”
Each of the five took hold of a grab handle and ran the dinghy up the embankment. The land ahead was covered in tall pampas grass rippling in the breeze. A tall steel fence stood about two hundred yards inland, stretching into the distance parallel to the coastline.
They covered the dinghy with the plastic sheet from the jet and heaped pampas stems over it.
Hickory studied the fence. “We need to figure a way to get past this. Ten to one it’s electrified.”
Gareth ran his fingers over the data prism and raised his eyebrows. “That’s not the half of it. What we’re looking at is a holographic image but with some tangible assets, electric current being one.”
“I know about this,” said Sikona. “The original wall was built to keep the enemy out. It’s an invisible, impenetrable, force field. Later, when radiation sickness infected three-quarters of the population, tens of thousands of Aurigans made their way here hoping to be cured. Those inside extended the wall and added the holographic effect to frighten mutations away. These days it keeps sick and other wild creatures out but also serves to keep the Lakedwellers in. The complete structure is a dome shape about twenty miles high and twenty thousand miles around, give or take a mile.”
“It encompasses the entire inhabited part of the planet?” Hickory was staggered. “That’s one incredible engineering feat.”
“How long has it been here?” asked Jess.
“Since the war, at least a thousand years, perhaps more,” said Sikona.
Gareth looked into the distance. “It seems in pretty good shape if the hologram is an indication.”
“It is well-maintained. I doubt we can force our way through.”
Jess shook her head in disbelief. “Your ancestors must have been sophisticated engineers to conceive of such a thing, Sikona. Even keeping it functioning would be a huge job.”
Hickory studied the holographic fence curving over their heads. Twenty feet tall. It would be hard enough to climb over, even if it was the only obstacle. How are we to get through?
Anyar made a tunneling motion with her hand. <<Under it?>>
Hickory smiled. We can try.
“With all due respect to the current military prowess of the Bikashi,” said Jess, “I doubt they would have retained the knowledge and skills to manage something so complex. There has to be a way through. Gareth?”
“Sorry,” said Gareth. “I was miles away. Yes, repeater stations. It’s the only way.”
Hickory and Jess looked at him, their eyebrows raised.
“Just trying to work out how something as big as this would be powered. It has to be using repeater stations to keep the signal strong. That way, if one section goes down, the rest will keep working—like the fairy lights on a Christmas tree. Less maintenance is needed overall, but on something this old, I’d bet at least one section will be out. All we need to do is find it.”
Hickory raised an eyebrow. “And how do we do that, junior?”
He tapped his nose. “If I can connect Sikona’s data prism to the barrier, I should be able to download the status of each section. In theory.”
Jess’s lips twisted into a wry grin. “In theory?”
Gareth activated the data prism and input the request. It took less than a minute before it responded with a “data updated” signal. “There are two thousand, eight hundred and ten stations in total, one every seven miles or thereabouts. One hundred and fourteen have reported faults in the last twenty-four hours. Eighty-four are being attended to. I have the schedule. Our best option is pillar two-one-four-nine located twelve miles west of here. It’s been scheduled for repair in one hour, twenty minutes.” He snapped shut the data prism and handed it back to Sikona.
“Let’s go. Grab your gear, everyone.” Hickory slung her backpack over her shoulders and set out at a fast pace, Anyar by her side.
#
It took an hour of quick jogging to reach pillar two-one-four-nine. “Let's hope they’re not early,” said Jess, wiping her brow. She checked her SIM. “Twenty-three minutes before they’re due to get here.”
They sat on some rocks for a brief rest and sipped water from their flasks while Gareth interrogated the data prism. “The force field is inactive hereabouts, but we still need to avoid the electric current running through the hologram. How far down do you reckon the hologram goes?”
Hickory examined the area where the fence met the rocky beach then took the folding shovel from her backpack and scraped at the first few inches of topsoil. Anyar looked over her shoulder and shook her head. Hickory stopped soon after. “I think they did a proper job. We won’t be able to tunnel under this. We need to turn the holo off. Can you do that, Gareth?”
He rechecked the data prism and flicked through some screens. “Here we are. The hologram is paired with the barrier, which means it takes its operating energy from it. If the barrier is down, no holo.”
“But I can see it,” said Jess.
“Backup from adjoining pillars, giving the illusion of the barrier, but without the tangible assets. Theoretically,” he said, “it’s not electrified.” He disappeared, and Anyar screeched. “Come on,” he said from the other side. “We don’t have all day.”
Sikona went first, then Hickory and Jess held Anyar by her hands and walked through to the other side. When they looked back, the reverse side of the fence was like a smoky mirror. “Which way now,” said Hickory.
“The map shows there’s a freshwater lake about twenty miles from here. The city boundary is another ten miles further on,” said Gareth, pointing.
Twenty miles. I hope the terrain isn’t like this all the way. Hickory’s feet made deep impressions in the squelchy ground, and before long just pulling them free was an effort. After an hour, her ankles and calves ached, and Anyar started to complain. The Yatzi’s feet were long and narrow, and her heavy weight made the going tough.
At least there’s no sign of pursuit. She fingered her necklace and searched the sky. The sun was heading towards the horizon, but the heat was still oppressive. “Okay, let’s make camp for the night. It’s been a long day, and there’s still fifteen miles before we reach the lake. That clump of rocks will give us something to rest our backs against.”
#
Hickory and her grandmother, Maria, ran hard, pursued by half a dozen men in the scarlet and black uniforms of the politburo. They dodged around a corner to escape but ran into more faceless men. Two of them grabbed Maria by her arms, but Hickory fought back, kicking, punching, and chopping at her adversaries. She laughed scornfully at them, then swirled to find Maria lying on the ground, bleeding from a gun wound to her chest. Maria’s eyes were wide with shock and fixed on Hickory’s. Her mouth opened. “Leave me, Hickory! Flee!”
Hickory woke with a start. “Wha..?” The dream had been so realistic.
She heard Jess stir and glanced over. In a flash, she came wide awake. Anyar, Jess, Gareth! She prodded at their subconscious with her SIM, and all three jumped to their feet, instantly awake. Sikona woke at Hickory’s verbal command. “With me, on the double!”
From a crevice high on the rock face, dozens of snakes slithered toward them. They were small, less than two feet in length, but each possessed two hooded heads and ran on thousands of tiny legs.
Jess shivered. “I hate snakes. They’re the only creatures that give me the willies. Spiders I can take, wormy things are okay, but snakes…”
The reptiles skittered toward them, emitting a soft coughing sound. First one head then the other swayed in their direction. As one, their jaws opened revealing sharp pointed fangs.
“Are these for real?” said Jess. “This isn’t some nightmare generated by the holographic defense, is it?” She stepped back hastily as one of the snakes came too close for comfort.
Anyar screeched in fright. Stay behind me, Anyar. I won’t let them hurt you. Hickory spoke to reassure the Yatzi, unsure she could keep her promise.
“Give me a gun, a sword, anything,” said Sikona.
Gareth lunged at the animal and removed one of its heads. Blood spurted free, and moments later the second head writhed on the ground. “I think I can pretty much guarantee these things aren’t a projection.”
The snake creatures split into three groups, one moving straight toward them, and the others slithering to their left and right.
“They’re pack hunters. I really don’t want to be surrounded by these guys,” said Jess. One of the attackers reared up and spat at her. She dodged to one side, and the phlegm flew harmlessly by. Another snake’s spittle fell short at her feet. “What is this,” she said, screwing up her nose.
Sikona’s head swiveled left and right, trying to keep track of every movement the serpents made. “Bikashi call them squirmers. Their bite is deadly, and they will spit their venom to blind you. Even if it only lands on your skin, it may cause paralysis.”
“Best not to let them get too close, then, mother,” said Gareth. The nearest snake ejected venom at him, and he ran toward it, his shield held high and his sword swinging. Both heads spun in the air.
“You said not to get too close, what are you doing?” Hickory grasped hold of Anyar’s arm. The Yatzi trembled with anxiety. She tried to soothe her, but Anyar was too frightened.
“I figure it takes them a minute or so to generate more poison after they attack, and I’m the one with the shield.”
Hickory said, “Not going to help much if you’re bitten on the leg. And there are too many of them for you to take care of on your own.”
“Give me a sword, and I can help.” Sikona stamped on the crown of a snake, and its second head lunged at his leg, but its fangs deflected off his leather boot.
Hickory threw him her blade and drew a blaster from her belt. “Don’t make me regret it.”
Jess rummaged in her backpack and produced a thermal blanket. “Get under this. It should protect us from the venom.”
The cloak protected their eyes but also restricted their vision. This is no good, I can hardly see where they are. Hickory whipped the blanket off and took stock. The creatures had almost encircled them, but the group to her left were marginally further away. “We’re going to fight our way out through the left flank. Take out as many as you can. We need to keep together. Don’t let them get between us.” She explained to Anyar what they were about to do. “Ready, on the count of three.”
They took off at a trot, then ran as they closed on the snakes. Gareth was in the center, using his shield as a club. Whenever a snake eluded him and slithered toward the others, Sikona and Jess slashed at them, leaving a carnage of heads and writhing bodies in their wake. When they broke through, Hickory sent the quicker Yatzi on ahead. Run like the wind, my friend. We will catch up.
The snakes from the remaining two flanks banded together, and Hickory fired a salvo from the Bikashi blaster into the middle of them, killing at least a dozen. The remaining snakes hesitated then gave up the chase.
They ran for the next half an hour to put distance between themselves and the reptiles.
“I think we’re safe now,” said Gareth, panting. “If these guys are anything like the ones on Earth, they’ll be territorial and have returned to their lair by now.”
“Don’t recall seeing too many twin-headed snakes on Earth,” said Jess, looking around her.
Hickory searched in every direction but could see no sign of the reptiles. She called for Anyar to wait for them to catch up. “Okay, let’s keep moving. The lake is ten miles away.”




CHAPTER 15

Dur Untash

Hickory surveyed the land below while the others waited on the blind side of the crest.
“What do you see?” called Gareth.
Hickory sucked in a long breath, turned onto her back and slid down toward them. “A village on the shore of the lake. Lots of people.” The blood hammered in her temples. She hadn’t really believed Sikona’s story of humankind on Auriga, thinking he’d made it up to encourage the GA to take on the mission. When they discovered the signs of early man on the island, she’d assumed the Mesopotamian ruins indicated an Earth colony, long-since extinct.
“Lakedwellers?” Gareth and Jess spoke in unison.
“I guess so. A couple of hundred men, women, and children, as human as you and me. There’s no sign of the Bikashi. They seem an undernourished lot and their clothes are pretty scruffy. Fishermen, I think. There are a half dozen wooden boats anchored by the lake.” She glanced at Sikona. “Looks like I owe you an apology.”
“It is no matter; however, I believe the time is now opportune for us to part ways.”
Hickory eyed the sword he still bore from the snake attack. “Why decide to go now? You have proved your worth after a poor beginning. We agreed you’d take us to the gates of the city.”
“I have learned much over the last ten days, Captain. I do not want to be responsible for placing you in Jolphyr’s hands, and my presence would not go unnoticed in the village.” His eyes formed perfect circles and his nose quivered with mirth. “No, better for all if I make my way to Kaffur alone. You will have no difficulty finding the city from here. Perhaps I will see you there.” He handed the blade to Hickory and strode away. Halfway down the hill, he half-turned and raised an arm in farewell.
Watching him go, Hickory felt both relief and regret. Sikona wasn’t a friend, he might never be, she thought, but he’d been true to his word. How would the people of Earth respond to this assessment of the trustworthiness of the Bikashi nature? It went against all she’d ever been taught. She’d likely be arrested for treason for merely voicing it.
Gareth glanced at her. “Are you sure he’s not going straight to Jolphyr?”
“Sure? I’m not certain of anything in this world, but I have to trust him.” She inspected her team’s clothing. Like her own, they’d been chosen based on Sikona’s descriptions of Lakedweller attire. After weeks on the planet, they were looking shabby. Probably won’t stand out too much. “Boots and socks off.”
<<Hic-o-ray, I have no boots or socks,>> Anyar transmitted.
#
The children playing in the street spotted them sliding down the scree and fled, screaming with excitement. People appeared at the doors of their dwellings, curious to see what had caused the commotion. Others went racing off to spread the word.
“So much for blending in,” muttered Gareth.
Hickory noticed the tendons on Anyar’s neck stiffen and her eyes narrow as the humans scattered in front of them. “Switch to SIM,” she said. Anyar, stay close to me.
From further down the street, a dozen or so men ran towards them. They came within twenty yards of the strangers, stopped and gaped. One took a step forward, his hands gripping a long spear. Beardless with a slim, athletic build, he wore a cloak decorated with triangles, squares, pentagons, and images of the sun. He stood with legs astride barring the way.
Hickory guessed he was in his early forties. Young to be the leader, Hickory transmitted via her SIM.
Actually, everyone here looks young, said Jess. Can’t see anyone who looks over fifty.
Gareth said, Maybe they’re hiding.
Hickory didn’t think so. There are lots of kids here. Why wouldn’t they take the kids with them if they were afraid? In any case, this guy doesn’t look intimidated.
The leader planted his spear in the ground and spoke in a confident voice.
Hickory’s SIM translated the Lakedweller’s speech and transmitted it in English to the audio center of her brain. Not only the words but also the tone and emotional cadence of the speaker. The process was so fast, it was as though he’d spoken in English. The reverse was similar—she thought in English, and the words were translated into the Lakedweller language by her SIM. The SIM then sent the appropriate phonetic vibrations to her vocal cords, and the words emerged from her larynx. Hearing herself speak a different language, one she understood without having to think about, took a bit of getting used to, but all three had employed it to good effect over the years.
“Scarg are not welcome here.”
Hickory was startled. These people knew the Yatzi, which seemed to confirm her theory that the abducted Yatzi were being taken to Bikashi territory. Clearly, there was animosity between the Lakedwellers and Anyar’s kind. Why?
She held her hands wide, palms open in the universal sign of peace. “This is Anyar. She is my friend and has come with me from the land beyond the dead sea. She does not know you, but she means you no harm.”
She felt Anyar niggle at her for attention. <<I mean them no harm. But what happens in the future depends on this one.>> Hickory ignored her.
The Lakedweller leader conferred with those around him. There was apparent disagreement, but finally the leader spoke. “We have never encountered any like us who did not come from the city or this place.” He indicated his village. “You say you come from the dead sea. We do not understand what you mean. There is naught outside the village but grass and desert until the end of the world.”
Hickory realized he was talking about the mirrored surface of the force-field. These people know nothing of what lies on the other side. “We did not think to find others like ourselves when we journeyed to this land. Many years ago, the Bikashi built a wall around this place to keep Lakedwellers inside and protect the Bikashi from any outsider who would seek to harm them. Have none attempted to travel beyond the desert? There are many wonders to explore. The sea is like your lake except it is many times bigger. There are fish close to the land, but further out nothing but weed lives in the water.”
The Lakedwellers conferred again, this time with less open dissent. “There are stories passed down to us by our fathers of such a place, but none alive today have been there. If you wish to remain, you must put aside your weapons. They will be safe until you leave.”
Hickory nodded and signaled to the others to do as they were bid. Each unbuckled their swords and placed their other weapons on the ground in front of them.
The headman pointed his spear at Anyar. “The Scarg is given unto your care. The responsibility for its behavior will be yours. It must never walk alone in the village. If it does, death will be the reward for you all. Do you accept this burden?”
Hickory nodded. “I accept.”
The leader’s shoulders relaxed, and he smiled. “Then welcome to Dur Untash.” He swept his hand to indicate the village. “I am Ishnu-Dagon of the Mitanni people. What is mine is yours. There are fish and bread to eat and shelter from the sun. I would be pleased if you were to share a meal with us tonight. Perhaps you will tell us the story of your journey and why you came here.”
Hickory introduced Jess and Gareth, then motioned for Anyar to come forward. “This is my great friend, Anyar. She is brave and gentle, and we share a bond. I will vouch for her, and I believe you would be friends if you get to know her.”
“Perhaps,” said Ishnu.
<<Perhaps not,>> Anyar signaled.
Hickory rolled her eyes. Anyar, please behave. These are a gentle people. They mean no harm. You need to give them the benefit of the doubt. Try harder.
Anyar bowed her head, then nodded her agreement.
“Ishnu, is there someplace I can wash off this dust?” asked Hickory.
“There is a pool where you can bathe in private.” He led her to a mud brick building on the shores of the lake. “None will disturb you here.” He bowed. “I will take your fellow travelers to a house where they can rest. Anyar can wait with them until you return.”
Hickory nodded. Half an hour wouldn’t hurt, and it would do her good to have some time alone.
The pool was a lagoon, bounded by a low wall but open to the lake on one side. A constant trickle of water from a natural waterfall splashed into the pool. Hickory dipped her toe in to test the temperature, then shed her clothes and stepped in. She ducked under the waterfall and ran her hands through her hair, then lay with her back against the side, luxuriating in the coolness.
They were now ten days into their mission, and she’d decided to call the Admiral tonight. It would be good to give him a report on the Mitanni people when she did. She considered her hosts. They were a poor people, but proud. And so few. She could sense there was some tragedy here. Is it my business to get involved? My job is straightforward. Get to the capital, find the Sword of Connat, and get out. I can’t afford to be distracted by whatever is happening with these people. And yet they are human. She decided she needed to at least investigate. Perhaps if she spoke one on one with Ishnu, she could learn more.
#
After she’d finished bathing, she transmitted to Jess and Gareth. The water is perfect if either of you wants a dip. And Jess, Anyar would probably appreciate it too. I’m going to take a look around. I’ll talk more later.
Fine by us. Jess came through after a moment’s hesitation. Anyar and I are fast becoming friends. I’ve been teaching her sign language and girl, is she a quick learner.
The village was square-shaped with dirt roads crossing each other at right angles. Most of the houses were brick made from mixing mud from the lake with grasses harvested from the plains and then baked hard in the sun. One building dominated the village. It was twice as tall as the others and constructed from stone which had been knitted together to form airtight walls. She poked her head inside.
Ishnu stood with arms outstretched, facing an altar on which stood a stone idol and several clay tablets. The writing on the tablets was worn to a point where the marks were almost illegible, but Hickory new enough from their island discoveries to realize this also was cuneiform. Jess, you need to see this. There’s a temple on the main street containing tablets with cuneiform. It’s almost illegible, but I can make out some symbols. I think you would do better.
I’ll come over as soon as I can convince Anyar to get out of the bath. She’s like a young girl.
Ishnu interrupted the conversation. “Where do you come from, Hickory Lace? You admit you are not of the Mitanni, yet we are alike, you and I. You know nothing of our lives here. You say you come from over the sea, yet such a thing has only been heard of in legend.”
How much could she tell this man without frightening him? She decided a portion of the truth was the best option. “Ishnu, when you look at the sky at night, what do you see?”
The Mitanni looked askance at her. “I see the many moons of Auriga; I see the half-moon called Goshe by our masters, I see the twinkling stars and some that shine but do not twinkle. I see the patterns in the stars that are the works of the gods.”
“In the daytime, you also see the sun, which provides light and warmth and gives life to this world you live in.”
Ishnu nodded in agreement. “It is through the generosity and blessing of Utu that the Mitanni prosper.”
Prosper. The Mitanni might be short on riches in the common usage of the word, but they abound in generosity of spirit. She expected their traditions and beliefs would contribute to keeping that spirit alive, providing them with hope for the future. Utu must be their Sun God, the equivalent of the Egyptian Ra. “Utu is also present in the stars you see at night. They are far distant from us, but each one brings life to the planets near to them like Utu does to this one.” It was an oversimplification, but it needed to be if he was going to accept the existence of distant inhabited worlds. “One of these planets we call Earth. It orbits a sun called Sol. That is where my friends and I come from. On Earth, there are many people like the Mitanni.” She paused, deciding on a different tack. “Do you ever wonder why you and the Bikashi are so different from one another?”
Ishnu’s face brightened. “There is no reason I should wonder. I know. The Mitanni comes from a different world.”
Hickory was astonished. “How do you know this?”
“The beginnings of the Mitanni, even before the first meeting with the Bikashi, is written on the tablets.” He gestured toward the altar. “The Mitanni were once as numerous as the stars themselves. The tablets tell us our ancestors lived in a great city beside a river. See here.” His finger traveled over the marks on the first tablet. “Utu smiled on them and they prospered. The granaries were full, and sheep, goats, and cattle were plentiful. Then one day Nergal, the god of fire, descended from the sky. He was jealous of Utu and appeared in the form of a man with a beast’s head. He tried to persuade the followers of Utu to serve him in his kingdom. Many were afraid and would not consent to be his servants, but others, including many of the priests and priestesses, agreed to follow him lest he destroyed all the Mitanni with fire and plague. This is how the Mitanni came to live on Auriga.”
Hickory was astonished. “But you continue to worship Utu?”
“When Nergal took our ancestors to his kingdom, the god treated the Mitanni people fairly, and they worshiped him in turn. Then a great war broke out between Nergal and the moon god, Enzu. The war lasted many years, and in the end, the gods were diminished and so too their servants.”
It fit with Sikona’s story. The Bikashi and their Lakedweller servants would have been decimated in the nuclear war.
“Utu watched the war between Nergal and Enzu from across the universe and beheld those who had left him for Nergal. He grew angry at his people and sent a curse upon them. Many of our children have been born malformed from then to this day. In bygone times, these unfortunates were offered up in sacrifice. Now, they are killed by the Bikashi.”
Hickory saw bitterness reflected in Ishnu’s face for the first time.
“Since then, many who escape the sword at birth develop madness later in life.”
“That’s why there are so few of you?” Hickory understood now. The sadness she’d witnessed in the village population swept over her. The Mitanni were doomed to extinction because the small pool of humans did not contain sufficient genetic diversity.
“In centuries past, the Mitanni were many, and they served the houses of every Directorate. Now we are few. Each quarter the masters come to the village and take the most perfect to serve in the palace of the Warlord. My own son, Aslexis, is there. The Sca…the Yatzi now perform the more menial tasks for the lesser lords.” There was a peculiar mixture of pride and sadness inherent in the leader’s last words; sadness for the fate of his people, yet pride in the perfection of his son.
An idea was forming in Hickory’s head. But she would need to discuss it with the Admiral.




CHAPTER 16

Infiltration

“They know who they are, Admiral, and they know where they come from. They’re as human as you and me. There must be a way for us to resettle them on Earth.” Hickory’s eyes blazed. She hadn’t expected opposition to her proposal.
“There’s no way, I promise you. Tell me how you would take two hundred people from pre-history, almost, and transport them into the twenty-third century. Put them in a refugee camp, maybe? A laboratory to be prodded and poked and studied to see what makes them tick? Or do we drop them in the middle of the Sahara and forget about them?”
Hickory ran her fingers through her hair. What was her father on about? Of course, they could resettle two hundred people—thousands of refugees had been successfully resettled in foreign places in years past by aid agencies.
“I assume they’d want to retain their culture and traditions? Of course, they’d want to stick together.” His lips curled. “Listen, time is running out. I was hoping you’d at least be in the city by now. I want you to focus on the job at hand. Get in, get the Sword, and bring it back. It’s simple enough, surely. Forget about these so-called Lakedwellers and these Yatzi gorillas. They’re doomed anyway. Just do what you need to do to finish the mission.”
A pink flush spread up Hickory’s neck toward her ears. “No way, Admiral. I’m taking these people out of here, whether you like it or not, and you’d better have transport and a plan to look after them. Otherwise, there’ll be no Sword.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Hickory. You don’t know what you’re saying. Your orders are to get the Sword of Connat and bring it to me.”
“Whose orders? I can’t believe you wouldn’t want to help. These are Earth people, human beings for God’s sake.”
The Admiral pressed his lips together. His face was red, and his eyes had almost vanished into his wrinkled face. He spoke hoarsely. “This is a direct command from the Politburo of the United World Government in New Rome. You are not, repeat not, to attempt any maneuver or create any incident which might give the Bikashi an excuse to declare war. The Lakedwellers, whatever their origin, have lived on Auriga for thousands of years. They are no longer Earthlings. They are not our problem.” He held up his hand to forestall Hickory’s renewed objections. “And they are not your responsibility. You will leave them in their village. You will also leave the Yatzi prisoners in Kaffur. Your sole objective is to steal the Sword without being spotted. Do you understand?”
#
Hickory paced from wall to wall across her small room. What the hell am I? A sneak thief? The thought grated on her. An order is one thing, but I’m not a robot, programmed to do as I’m told. Or is that truly what I am? Her mind raced, trying to remember a time where she’d refused an order, any order. She couldn’t for the life of her bring even one incident to mind. Relief flooded through her when she recalled the times she’d gone against her stepfather’s wishes to help the Teacher. Not quite a robot, then, but the question lingered.
She reviewed in her mind the plan she’d conceived earlier. There was a lot to do. Should she risk it? She wasn’t the only one who would be in danger, Gareth might die, Anyar might die, Jess might die. And Jess’s unborn child? It horrified her to think Jess might lose her baby because of her. The specter of her own loss raised its ugly head, threatening to overcome her. She forced her mind back to the present. Did she have the right to risk all these lives? I risk their lives every day simply by having them here with me. But this was different. This was not official, in fact, it was the opposite. The Admiral had given her a direct order, and she was going to disobey him. Worse, she’d threatened him.
As she cooled down, the sheer audacity of what she’d done caused her hands to shake. She was about to go against her life’s training, betray the code that had been her guide since she’d joined the Corps as a cadet twelve years ago. Why did I say that to him? It was stupid. I was stupid, behaving like a spoiled brat. What made me think I could impose my will on the Admiral, refuse a direct order from Angela Merrik of all people?
She couldn’t figure out the Politburo’s interest in the mission, nor why the Admiral was taking orders from them. The Intragalactic Agency represented a dozen federated planets. Earth was one voice in its oversight committee. The Admiral, as Earth’s representative and Chief of Security for the Galactic Alliance, had always been given a free hand in operational matters.
Her heart leaped into her mouth. The oversight committee doesn’t know. Earth is acting unilaterally! She sat bolt upright. What other reason could explain their behavior? Earth’s government wanted the Sword for themselves. She reviewed what she knew of the Politburo. The committee comprised seven members, each appointed by and accountable to the World President himself. Their public mandate was to maintain order on Earth and to ensure the sovereignty and security of the planet’s inhabitants. The chairperson, Angela Merrik, had recently established a new police unit called the City Patrol aimed at stamping out “undesirable elements” whose aim was to destabilize the government.
Hickory recalled the incident outside her grandmother’s apartment. The police had pursued a bunch of kids along the street below. One boy threw a stone at them, and without warning, a peace officer had drawn his pistol and shot him. The men involved had worn the black and red colors of the City Patrol.
Ridiculous. These sort of things don’t happen. Not in the modern era, not after everything Earth has been through. It seemed almost impossible one person could have so much influence as to control the entire planet. But history told her she was wrong. Is Merrik acting on her own? Could the President be involved? From the slim evidence provided by the Admiral and extrapolated by herself, someone wanted to broaden his or her influence over the federated planets. The President and his supporters had been muttering platitudes for months about the need for unity, for one voice to represent all the federations.
It would be an incredible demonstration of power if that person were able to use the Sword of Connat to destroy the Bikashi empire.
Her grandmother had been right on the mark. Loss of individual freedom was a hallmark of a government on the road to totalitarian rule.
Something needed to be done. If there was a conspiracy, it should be exposed. Somebody should do something. The scope of such an undertaking was staggering, frightening even. A person like her would soon find themselves hamstrung by the Politburo. But the right person with the sword might achieve much. Was there anyone strong enough to stand up to Merrik?
She decided she would play her role, whatever it might be and wherever it might lead. The first step was precisely as she’d told the Admiral; rescue the Lakedwellers and steal the sword.
#
Bikashi troops poured from the personnel carrier and came to attention in an impressive show of discipline. Instead of the full body armor Hickory was used to seeing them in, these troops wore a light polyethylene jacket and helmet, with soft leather leggings. Ishnu stood in the village center, head bowed, and shoulders hunched. He glanced up at the squad leader and affected a pleased expression. He spoke in the hybrid language both species of humanoid had come to understand over the centuries. “Master, you are early, are you not? Have we not filled this quarter’s quota three weeks ago?”
The commander’s face did not have the zygomaticus muscles to enable him to smile. Instead, he emitted a harsh bark that served as a laugh. “We will take what we need when we need it, headman, but first I want to examine any newborn and all aged over forty years as is our custom.”
Hickory, Jess, and Gareth, along with the other citizens of Dur Untash watched the rough handling of the tribe’s modest possessions, a baby’s cradle tossed into the street, valued pottery smashed to the ground, a wooden chair broken, bedcovers and clothes left in the dust. It was almost too much to bear. When the soldiers hauled out three older men earmarked for termination, it was all Hickory could do to hold Gareth from a suicidal attempt to intervene. Gareth, listen to me. We cannot help these unfortunates, but perhaps we can help the rest. Our plan won’t work if you draw attention to us. Close your eyes and think of Kar and how he helped you overcome your trauma. She saw Gareth wrestling with his instinct to throw himself at the species who had tortured him. Slowly, the fire left his eyes, and his shoulders slumped. A single tear trickled down his cheek as the Bikashi took the innocents away.
The Bikashi captain strode down the line, checking teeth, eyes and general health and fitness, selecting those he deemed appropriate to serve in the Warlord’s palace.
Don’t look him in the eyes, warned Hickory. Remember you’re a pathetic member of a downtrodden inferior race. One sign of insolence or resistance means we won’t be chosen, and perhaps worse will befall these people and ourselves.
When the leader came to Hickory, he grabbed her chin to examine her face. “This one,” he said and moved on to Jess. “And this one. These two will serve as chambermaids for the overlord’s mistress.” Two Bikashi soldiers took Hickory and Jess by the arm and led them back to the column.
Gareth stood woodenly, his eyes downcast, as the captain examined his face from beneath hooded eyes. “Ishnu,” he called. “Who is this one—I do not recall seeing him last month. He has a prideful look about him.”
Ishnu’s face shone with sweat. He kept his eyes trained on the feet of the Bikashi as he answered, “Master, this is my cousin’s boy. He has just returned from the desert where he took the ritual tests of manhood to admit him as an elder of the tribe. Forgive his arrogance, it will soon disappear.”
The captain forced open Gareth’s mouth to examine the condition of his teeth.
Gareth! warned Hickory.
Just as well I didn’t have the hole in my molar filled. Gareth signaled back. Don’t worry, Cap. I’m just a downtrodden villager.
“This one will do well serving at my lord’s table.”
#
The chosen were loaded into the hovercraft carrier to sit at the rear behind the troops. They wore no restraints, which did not surprise Hickory. I guess they figure we’re the lucky ones to escape the life of a villager. Why would we want to go back and what would be the point anyway? We’d be recaptured before we’d gone a hundred yards. With quality slaves at a premium, they probably wouldn’t even beat us too much.
As Hickory had directed, Anyar followed them at a distance carrying her food and water in a bag over her shoulder. Are you nearby, Anyar? I cannot see you.
<<I am here, Hic-o-ray. Yatzi are good at hiding. Look to the large boulder to your right.>> She popped her head over the top then ducked quickly out of sight again.
Hickory stifled a laugh. Keep your head down, but talk to me, so I know you are near.
After an hour’s travel, the city of Kaffur appeared on the horizon like a medieval dragon nesting in a pink haze.
<<Hic-o-ray, I can sense my kin. They are close, but something is wrong.>>
Ishnu told me the Yatzi are in a compound on the ground level inside the main gates to the city. You must stay outside the walls until it’s dark. I will find a way to speak with you then.
#
Earlier, Ishnu had told them most Bikashi lived underground. He’d sketched a plan of Kaffur in the sand, explaining, “I meet my son every Tuesday when his master sends him to collect the fresh fish for his table. He tells me about his life in the city. There are three levels above ground. The Warlord’s stronghold lies on top, above the most important government sectors headed up by each of the four Directorates. The city’s security forces take up fully one-third of the available space; the next largest, so I am told, is Jolphyr’s command.”
Hickory transmitted to Jess and Gareth via her SIM. These are the
science and engineering laboratories according to Sikona. The remaining space on the second level is shared by administration and utility supply.
Ishnu continued. “Next is the living quarters of the high command and their families. Immediately below ground are two levels that are always locked. My people say the Bikashi keep savage beasts that growl continuously there.” He raised one hand with the index finger and thumb joined and shook it. Hickory’s SIM translated the gesture as a shrug. “It seems strange and I do not understand why. The captain who comes here told me they are needed for the planet to survive.”
“Probably the power systems for the city and the force field protecting Auriga,” said Gareth.
“I do not know the number of levels below ground, but there are several.”
Gareth traced his finger between two lines drawn by Ishnu on the sand map. “And this looks like a central corridor traversing the structure from bottom to top. Is this how they move from level to level?”
“Yes, they call it a travelator according to Aslexis. If you stand on it, it will take you to whichever level or department you wish.” He paused, shaking his head. “One of the many mysteries in the Bikashi city.” He ran his finger in a circle round the sand map of the citadel and dabbed his thumb making short lines radiating outwards. “Many roadways lead through the exterior walls to different parts of Auriga. These are used to transport goods or troops.”
Jess’s eyebrows rose. “Looks a very complex structure. How are we ever going to find our way around? It’s like a bee-hive.”
“My son, Aslexis, and others have been told of your coming. They will help in any way they can.”
“What about the Yatzi prisoners?” said Hickory.
“They are held between the citadel and the outside walls in compounds exposed to the smog expelled by the city. They are watched over by guards whose task it is to keep the compounds clean and provide food to the Yatzi.”
“What work do the prisoners do?” Jess asked. “Is it all forced labor?”
Ishnu sat back and sighed. “Of course. None would take on such work willingly. The Yatzi represent a pool of workers that can be used by any in the administration and the Bikashi officer class. They carry out simple tasks. If a Directorate’s wife wants to plant some new flower beds, she will call for half a dozen Yatzi to do the digging. If a drug maker needs to test out a new drug, he’ll call for twenty Yatzi, or he might need a burial detail for a failed experiment. A general might commandeer a dozen for latrine duty or to clean out his stables.”
When Hickory passed this information on to Anyar, she’d bared her teeth. <<Yatzi are a proud people. They do not clean latrines or animal stables.>>
Ishnu stumbled over his words. “I do not mean to offend. The Yatzi are considered a low-security risk by the Bikashi. Where would they run to if they escaped? They live and die here, some raise their families here.”
Hickory thought Anyar too young to comprehend the lengths some would go to, simply to survive. It would be too much of a shock for her to see her people living in slavery. Anyar, you must prepare yourself for the worst. Your people are prisoners and live in the harshest of circumstances. They have been treated pitifully.
<<My people are Yatzi. They are brave and proud. No measure of ill-treatment will force them to bow their heads.>>
Thoughts of Gareth’s torture at the hands of Vogel flitted through Hickory’s mind. It had driven him insane for a while. With time, even the bravest amongst us will crumble if the right pressure is applied. I know this to be true.
<<Then all the more will they need my strength to free them from their wilderness.>>
You will need to display more than strong hands, my friend. You will need courage and steadfastness.
Anyar hesitated, thinking deeply before she replied. <<Hic-o-ray, I am young in years, and often my child nature prevails, but I have a destiny to fulfill. My tribe did not choose me as their future leader without reason. I am prepared.>>
Hickory looked at her friend, her eyes glowing with pride. She became aware that Ishnu was speaking. “Left and right of the Yatzi compounds are where the disgraced live. But you won’t see any. They don’t mix with other Bikashi and keep themselves hidden. I have heard it said many starve themselves to death because of their shame.”
#
Hickory glanced at the Yatzi compound as the troop-carrier passed through the city walls at ground level. Those prisoners who hadn’t been selected for work duty were either pacing the extremity of the compound or sitting listlessly alone.
Four guards sat around a table, drinking and conversing in loud voices. They stood to attention as the hover-carrier flew past them. Hickory tuned into smatterings of telepathic thought from some of the younger creatures. Do you hear them, Anyar? The discussions were varied, but all contained elements of pathos, of regret, of missing loved ones. A few found solace in being united with brothers, sisters, and mates, captured in later purges. Most of the thoughts, though, were incoherent ramblings.
Anyar’s response, <<I hear,>> was brief and tinged with grief and anger.
My friend, remember your people are desperate for someone to lead them. They do not stay here by choice. Bide your time, stay hidden, and maintain your fortitude.
<<They will pay for this, the Bikashi.>>
#
A squad of Bikashi escorted them up the travelator to the second level and into a vacant room with a wooden dais in its center. The ceiling stretched high overhead supported by stone columns resting on a black marble floor. An assortment of colorful banners, standards, and pennants projected from each pillar. Ideas, anyone?
Don’t understand the words but some of the designs look like coats of arms. Jess examined the nearest.
Don’t look too interested, said Hickory.
A light-framed human dressed in slacks and white shirt and wearing a sash over his shoulder entered and clapped his hands twice. “Citizens of Dur Untash, I welcome you to Kaffur. My name is Jesque, master of servants, and chief trainer for the central committee members. It is my role to equip you to serve our masters in the manner they demand. Your duties will not be onerous, and I hope you will apply yourselves to your assigned tasks. If you fail to reach the required standard in the time allowed, it will be my responsibility to discipline you. If you incur the displeasure of your master in any way, then I will discipline you. If you commit two infractions, you will be sent to live among the Scarg. In that place, you will spend a very unpleasant and short existence, I can assure you.”
Wow! Great welcome. Gareth’s mouth hung open.
Jesque continued, “If you serve your master well, you will be provided with food and shelter. Some…” He paused, staring at Gareth.
Close your mouth, for God’s sake, Hickory said.
“Some Mitanni serve for ten years before their master replaces them. I myself have been here twelve years.” His pride was clear. Then his eyebrows knitted together, and he glared at them. “But never question the reason you live. It is to serve your master. Get that ingrained into your mind, into your very soul, repeat it to yourself every day, and perhaps you will last out the year.
“First, though, I will assign you to your houses. Line up on the dais.” He signaled half-a-dozen Mitanni men waiting in the wings to enter. Jesque introduced them briefly by name and function. When the final Lakedweller approached, Jesque offered some additional advice. “This is Vaques, he is the head steward of Trangantula, the royal house of Bikashi. Know if you are picked to serve in the palace, there are no second chances. Vaques holds your life in his hands. Cross him at your peril.”
Sound advice. Vaques looks a bad dude, said Gareth.
I agree. Jesque may be the head coordinator, but Vaques holds the power in the palace. We’ll need to get on his good side, either that or silence him. There was a cruel glint in Vaques’ eyes that unnerved Hickory. This guy is trouble. Step carefully around him.
Vaques walked the line, examining each in turn. “The Warlord of Auriga does not tolerate any sign of weakness in those who serve him.” He paused in front of Gareth. “What is your name?”
Gareth bowed. “Shanshi-Adad, son of Kanesh.”
Vaques’ eyes flared, and he punched Gareth in the abdomen. Spittle flew from his mouth. “Son of Kanesh, master! When I ask a question, you must call me Master Vaques.”
Gareth unwound. “Yes, Master Vaques.”
“A quick learner. You may do well. Put this on your arm.” He handed Gareth a blue armband with a black triangle embroidered on it, then continued his inspection. He stopped in front of a young girl who had barely reached puberty and handed her an armband. When he came to Hickory and Jess, he looked upward into their faces. He tapped Jess on the shoulder. “This one is too old. Mark her for the Science block. She may still serve as a test subject.” Jess looked him in the eye.
Wait, said Hickory. This may be another test.
“As you command, Master Vaques.” Jess’s voice was stoic.
Vaques smirked, then handed her a blue armband. He turned away. “These two will do.” He passed the remaining bands to Hickory and the boy standing next to her, then strode to the door. “Follow me.”




CHAPTER 17

Sabrina

Where are you? asked Hickory.
Gareth’s response held a hint of excitement. Vaques is taking me to the head chef. Apparently, I’m to be trained to wait tables during official meetings between the Directorates and Kabutai. Sounds like they happen every other day. I’ll get back to you when I know more.
Brilliant, you might overhear something about the Sword. Keep your eyes and ears open. We need to find out where it’s kept.  Hickory switched to Jess. Make sure the girl is on the team. Ishnu selected her but we need to double check.  See what she knows about our hostess. I’ll look around here.
Jess strolled over to Anitta who stood with her head bowed and hands clasped. She felt an instant rapport with the girl. She messaged Hickory, Poor dear, she’s terrified. She can’t be more than thirteen.
“Hi, I hope you don’t mind me talking to you. I’m so nervous because my partner and I, well, we don’t know what’s going on.” Jess affected a nervous laugh. She nodded toward Hickory who was searching for hidden doorways in the ornate wall paneling. “This is a very posh place, don’t you think? Have you ever seen anything so grand? Have you met the Aurigan female we’re to work for? I wonder what she’s like.”
Anitta’s face broke into a broad smile that she was quick to hide. “I thought I was the only one scared for my life. Ishnu told me you have come to free the Mitanni. He said I’m to help you in any way I can. You must be very brave.” She bit her lips and glanced around. “I have never met Sabrina, but I had a friend who served her before…before she was taken away.”
“Taken away?” Jess tilted her head to one side.
The girl nodded several times. “The Warlord’s concubine changes her aides often. Sometimes a girl will serve the concubine for a time and afterward be allowed to return home. But many are dismissed after a few days service and never seen again. I think they are killed.” She looked around furtively. “Some of my friends say the Warlord becomes jealous of the concubine’s maids and has them executed. Do you think this could be true?”
“Perhaps.” Jess shrugged. “I don’t know what Warlord Kabutai is like.” Hickory, what do you think?
It will have something to do with security. Maybe they became too curious, or it might simply be that Kabutai doesn’t want his concubine making friends with the natives.
Jess smiled encouragingly at Anitta. “How long do the aides normally serve before they’re sent away?”
“Six months is the longest I have heard of.”
Jess smoothed a stray strand of hair on the girl’s head. “So, what is this Aurigan girl like? Is she clever, well-read perhaps?”
Anitta stifled a laugh. “She must be very pretty—at least in the eyes of the Warlord. My friend said she arrived here five years ago from the country. I have been told she dresses oddly and possesses an unsettling nature. Apparently, she can be your best friend one day, then bitter and cruel the next.”
Hickory drifted over and joined the conversation. “You know, Anitta, if I were held in virtual isolation for years, and every time I became close to someone they were taken away, I’d probably become a little odd, too.” Smiling, she extended her hand then sucked in a deep breath as a door slid open. “No time for pleasantries, I’m afraid. Here comes our mistress.”
#
Sabrina entered the boudoir, her dress swishing behind. Hickory lowered her head to hide her astonishment. The concubine was a giant. Taller than any Aurigan native she’d ever seen. Her skin was metallic blue, and her eyes were large and round with vertical pupils like those of a crocodile.
That was surprising enough, but it was her getup that staggered Hickory. She wore a full-length silk skirt sporting voluminous sleeves and a chrome-yellow plaid pattern with a wide black belt around the waist. Long, dark ringlets cascaded from beneath a wide-brimmed bonnet onto her bare shoulders.
Hickory stared. All she could think of was that Bikashi had no hair. She recovered her poise. Straight out of nineteenth-century Earth. She glimpsed two tiny feet in sandals peeping out from below.
If she weren’t so ugly, she’d make a beautiful princess, said Jess.
Hickory responded. She may be a princess, and she may well look beautiful to the Bikashi eye.
Sabrina spoke in a sweet sing-song voice. “Ah, my new playthings. Let me look at you. Two pretty dolls and one quite young. Perfect. I must congratulate Vaques on his choices. What names shall I give you, I wonder?” A small hand with three fingers decked out in jewels emerged from her sleeve and tapped her mouth. She pointed at Hickory. “You can be Bertha. You and I will be best friends, and you will sing and read to me.” Hickory felt bemused. She couldn’t tell whether the Aurigan was in earnest. Sabrina shifted her attention to Jess. “And you, you will be Georgiana. We also will be great friends, although you did treat me cruelly when we were children.” She turned to face Anitta. “You are the youngest, but you are not as beautiful as the lovely Georgina. You must be Eliza, the less fortunate sister.” She paused, surveying all three. “You will all address me as Mistress Jane.”
Absolute loony. Jess sent the message to Hickory.
Jane, Bertha, Georgina, Eliza. Something about these names is familiar. She stared at the Aurigan’s costume and it came to her. She’s playing a role, and she wants us to play along. She’s the heroine from Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, and we are to be characters in the novel.
That is so weird. How could something like that happen?
Hickory felt unsure how to respond or even if they should respond to the Aurigan girl’s pronouncements. Sabrina seemed to be waiting. “Thank you, Mistress Jane. They are beautiful names, but—”
Sabrina’s voice took on a harsh edge. “May I remind you your past life has no relevance here. Do not mention it, do not think of it. This is a new beginning for you. Work hard, be true companions and I will reward you. Displease me, and you will be punished. I have no desire to harm you, but I can easily replace my little dolls.” Her eyelids almost closed, and Hickory realized Sabrina was amused.
“Now, you two may prepare my bath,” she said, dismissing Jess and Anitta. “I must remove the grime from my person before I go to the Warlord. Bertha, you may disrobe me.”
#
Hickory found the appearance of the naked seven-foot-six-inches-tall Aurigan female intimidating. Her skin from head to toe was a smooth metallic purple-blue color with hexagonal interlocking scales that rippled over well-defined musculature. Her breasts were smallish with dark red nipples showing through the fine down covering her entire body. Her neck was long, and thick veins rose from her shoulders to the base of her skull. The feet at the end of her straight, shapeless legs, were large and broad, but entirely in proportion to her height.
When she’d completed her toilet, they dressed Sabrina in a red, silken robe, tied at the waist with a green sash, and placed slippers on her feet. She admired herself in the mirror and said, “You have an eye for color, Bertha. You will accompany me to the Warlord’s chambers. I want to make sure everything is perfect before he arrives.” She smiled at Jess and Anitta. “When I return, my custom is to eat first and then sleep for an hour. Advise the kitchen I will require a quafdock with pitato sauce, and also something to slake my thirst. They will know what to bring.”
Hickory followed Sabrina to a doorway, invisible against the paneling except for a thin rectangular outline. I knew there had to be some way into the Warlord’s chambers, just didn’t register because it’s so big.
As they crossed the threshold, Sabrina spoke in a quiet but urgent tone. “I will tell you this once and once only. At all times in the presence of the Warlord, you must never look at him. I have seen you glance at me. This is acceptable as my playthings, but if you raise your eyes in the bedchamber, you will face death, and I do not wish you to leave me just yet. Do you understand?” She prodded Hickory on the shoulder.
“Yes, mistress. I am not to look at the Warlord.”
“When the Warlord advances to greet me, you must not glance toward the bed, either. I believe copulation is distasteful to your kind, and any sign you are repulsed will prove fatal. Go into the antechamber between the bedroom and the Warlord’s official residence and wait. You must remain there until the Warlord departs. I will call when it is safe to enter. Is that clear?”
“Yes, Mistress Jane.”
“Hrrmmph. You seem bright enough. I am hopeful you will prove a good companion, Bertha. Now place yourself against the wall next to the doorway and study the floor earnestly.”
#
Jess, I’m going to sneak into the Warlord’s rooms to have a look around. Does Anitta have any idea where Kabutai might keep the Sword?
There was a pause before Jess answered. No, she has no real idea. The Warlord doesn’t have a personal servant at present. His previous aide spent much of his time in the southern corner apparently, but no details.
Okay. Thanks. I’m starting to make progress with Sabrina. She seems to stay in character, more or less. I remember reading Jane Eyre at school. It was a book well before its time in highlighting the plight of an intelligent woman trapped in a male-dominated world. I don’t think it’s a coincidence she’s chosen that particular character for her charade. If I catch her in the right mood, I’ll try to figure out what’s going on.
Hickory felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise as the door slid open. Time to go. The show is about to start. She felt a slight breeze against her legs and smelled an odor akin to a used ashtray as the Warlord entered the room. From the corner of her eye, Hickory glimpsed Sabrina prostrate herself on the floor, her arms outspread.
“Rise, Sabrina.” The Bikashi spoke with a guttural accent, deep and thick.
The concubine towered over the Warlord, but she leaned forward so her head was level with his. They pressed noses together. “My lord, Kabutai. I am overjoyed to see you. Everything is prepared.” She turned to Hickory and hissed. “Begone. Leave now.”
Hickory shuffled out the door and it slid shut behind her. She took a deep breath. I hope the bedroom is soundproof. What in hell’s name am I doing here? She asked the question for the umpteenth time since accepting the mission. The Sword of Connat might be a magical artifact with untapped powers, but nobody knows how to unlock it. Chances are, even If I manage to spirit it away, it’ll rest in a glass box in the Smithsonian for people to wonder at, or worse, it’ll be placed under lock and key in Area 51.
She felt a sense of dread at the thought, remembering the final events leading to the Teacher’s death. Kar was the only one who truly understood the Sword’s purpose. He’d believed their futures were linked. In the end, the sword changed him, and he changed the Sword. They became something different…something more. The Teacher had urged her to leave him. “There are but a few minutes left before this world is destroyed. The Sword and I will do what must be done.” To Hickory’s eyes, the Teacher had gone through a transfiguration. He’d held the Sword with both hands in front of him, and a pearl-white glow had spread from the sword to enclose him. It appeared as though he and the Sword had become one.
She shook her head and returned to the present. The anteroom seemed little more than a corridor with a simple wood bench arranged against the wall and a large mirror facing it. Entry could be gained via one of three doors, the one Hickory entered, another at the far end of the room located at the top of a flight of stairs, and the third standing next to the mirror. She stared at her reflection for a few seconds. I bet this is one-way glass. Kabutai likes to observe his visitors before admitting them. She tiptoed up the stairs to the second door and placed her hand on it. How does it open? Her fingers slipped over the surface and she discovered a bulge to one side. The door slid silently to one side. It was an elevator. She walked inside and it ascended. When the elevator slowed to a halt, the door opened and she stepped into the top level of the hive.
The room was large and circular with wooden floors and a soaring pyramid sitting atop glass and metal walls. It reminded Hickory of the new opera house in Tokyo. But whereas the Japanese edifice paid homage to the love of music, the architect who’d designed this place wanted to instill fear into visitors. Three-dimensional moving images of dying soldiers imitated in art the savagery of the great war with the Goshe. These were positioned along the route from the formal entrance to a massive throne on a raised dais in the middle of the room. Supplicants would be forced to navigate these reminders of the power of the Warlord before placing their petition.
Comfortable seating, or what she thought must be comfortable to the Bikashi, was distributed at intervals around the room, providing a view of the city. Outside the glass walls, travelators connected the citadel to other parts of the hive. Another aspect of the enigmatic Bikashi culture. There is an austere beauty here.
The room was empty, and the entrance closed. There must be a hundred servants to look after this place. It gleams. It struck her that here was a task that would be carried out by the Yatzi, probably when the Warlord was asleep. She hurried toward the southern end of the room. This radiated a more practical purpose. A semi-circular console array faced the city. Chairs provided access to a dozen screens. Not big enough to be for anything but the Warlord’s personal use, I’d think.
She glanced around, but there was nowhere the Sword could be stored. Two of the screens were lit. On the first, a black and white recording of Joane Fontaine starring in Jane Eyre was on a continuous loop. She remembered seeing an entertainment holo-projector in Sabrina’s bedroom. I bet this is playing there right now. It must be two hundred and fifty years old. Where could they have found it? At least she’d solved the mystery of where Sabrina found the Jane Eyre story. She turned to the second monitor, which displayed a different section of the hive. The Warlord was keeping an eye on his empire. Could be the science section if the machinery and other paraphernalia are anything to go by. She leaned forward when a figure wearing a hazard suit came into view. The Bikashi glanced toward the camera, then stepped up to an oblong glass booth lying on a workbench. Inside, a casket shone with a golden luminescence. The jettisoned pod from the Ark.
Jess, Gareth, she contacted her associates. I’ve found it. It’s in the science labs, and I think Jolphyr is working on it as we speak. Doesn’t look like he’s making much progress.
Where are you? Jess sounded alarmed and a little confused. I thought you were on the first level.
I am, and there’s an array of security screens here—the Warlord’s monitoring every critical sector of the hive, including the consort’s apartment. He trusts no one. If this is Jolphyr, I think he’s stumped. I’ll tell you more later. She went to move away and then hesitated. She flicked a few switches and pressed some buttons in front of one of the blank screens until it came to life. Engineering. She switched on one after the other. The fifth screen lit up to show the room she was in. Shit! There’s going to be a record of me mooching around here. Gareth! Gareth, are you still there, can you hear me?
Yes, Cap, loud and clear. There’s been an unusual development here. I-
Gareth it’ll need to wait. I’ve been caught on a security camera. How do I erase the recording?
What? Oh, hell. Wait—what sort of camera is it?
Gareth, I’m sitting here in front of a screen. I have no idea where the camera is! Other than blowing up the screen, how do I destroy the footage?
Uh…You could try a hard boot of the local system and then delete the codes as they come up on the screen. It’s not a complete solution because the video will be backed up, but with luck, he won’t check it. There will be some digits indicating the time of the recording. Highlight the segment you want and press the delete key. Use your SIM to help you find it. You’ll also have to set the timer to record a few minutes after you leave the room.
I can do that. I think. Okay. Thanks.
Hickory traced the area in the database and deleted the last fifteen minutes, then placed a delayed recommencement time. She searched the other screens until she came to the bedroom. Sabrina and the Warlord were once more facing each other, talking. She found the volume control.




CHAPTER 18

Something Strange Going On

Hickory scrambled back to the antechamber with seconds to spare. She stood with her head bowed and held her breath as the door opened, but the Warlord strode past without a glance.
“You may come inside, Bertha, and help me with my fasteners.”
Hickory moved behind the concubine and pulled her bodice tight.
Sabrina emitted a soft purring sound. She half turned her head, her eyes flicking over Hickory’s face. “Did you look, did you see?”
“You told me not to, Mistress Jane.”
“Quite right, but oh, he has a commanding presence. Next time you should sneak a peek, then we can discuss his merits, yes?”
It was the last thing on Hickory’s mind, but it was a sign Sabrina had mellowed toward her. This might be a moment to progress their budding relationship. “Is he very handsome, Mistress Jane?”
“Don’t be ridiculous, girl. The Warlord is no simple villager such as you are used to. He is a warrior, and he is ancient, although not too old yet. No, he is grizzled and gnarled, and he shows the wounds of battle on every part of his body, but he is strong and powerful still, unlike those mealy-mouthed subordinates of his.”
Hickory fought her instinct to go straight to the point and affected delight by placing her hand over her open mouth. Wait until the right moment. I need to establish trust and confidence. “I am pleased the Warlord is strong of mind and body. Is he kind to you, mistress?”
Sabrina uttered three short barks that Hickory had learned from Sikona was the Bikashi equivalent of a belly laugh. “Kind? I doubt he knows the meaning of the word, but at least he doesn’t beat me.”
Hickory leaned forward. “No!” Hickory’s astonishment was at least half genuine. She really doesn’t like him very much.
“You are surprised? He wouldn’t be the first Aurigan to beat his mate. I speak from experience. The Warlord is too concerned about the loyalty of his Directorates to worry about my happiness.”
“I imagine it must be a challenge to keep them in line.”
“A task he relishes. Most of them are too timid to question him. Jolphyr, the Science Directorate is a sniveling weasel and has too much ambition. The Lord knows this.”
There it is. “This Jolphyr, he is the one who took you from your parents?”
Sabrina’s pupils contracted with anger. She picked up her fan and whisked it at her face. “He brought me in chains to the palace like a common whore. But he had ill luck that day. The Warlord was passing by. He saw me and took me for his consort.”
“That was fortunate for you, mistress. Jolphyr would not dare to go against the will of the Warlord.”
“True, he no longer has the power to threaten me any longer.” Sabrina swayed from side to side, her eyes perfect circles. “Enough, we will talk no more of this. It is unseemly for females to talk of politics.” She stared a moment at Hickory. “Although sometimes I could almost wish…”
Hickory decided to press the issue. There was a reason Sabrina was acting out. She needed to touch her at the core of her being. She ransacked her mind for the quotes she’d memorized in high school and varied the words to suit. “Mitanni women feel as Bikashi women do, Mistress Jane. We both need to exercise our minds and find some outlet for our intellect, equally as much as our spouses do. Human wives and lovers don’t want to be confined to making puddings and knitting stockings or playing the piano and painting. We want to forge careers in business or finance, and yes even politics.” She curtsied then bowed her head and stared at her feet, waiting. I might have blown it.
The concubine plumped down on the edge of the bed. “What…what did you say? How is it you speak the very thoughts that have seared my heart these past two years?” She sprang up and gripped Hickory’s arm. “Bertha, I should not have encouraged you. Speak no more of this if you wish to remain alive. Were Lord Kabutai to hear of this, you would be taken from me. And I wish you to stay.” She glanced around and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I would like to talk further of the thoughts we share, but you must be careful.”
“Mistress Jane, isn’t it just as dangerous for you to seek to do more or learn more than Bikashi custom has deemed necessary?”
“Deliciously dangerous, Bertha. I have yearned for one such as you to share my innermost thoughts. If the price of being caught is banishment, it will be worth paying. I would rather be happy and free to think and express myself than be consort to Lord Kabutai and be forced to endure a heart filled with silent desperation.”
#
Later, in the dormitory she shared with the other palace servants, Hickory went over in her mind the conversation she’d had with Sabrina. Was she the only female Bikashi to resent her station in life? Hickory thought it unlikely, but Sabrina’s imprisonment by Jolphyr, and the manner in which the Warlord had selected her for his own would no doubt exacerbate her feelings. Could it be just a coincidence Jolphyr was Sabrina’s nemesis and also that of Sikona? Hickory thought Sabrina might well be the younger sibling Sikona had referred to when he’d talked about his family.
She tried to remember if he’d mentioned her name but couldn’t recall. She didn’t know if the pair were connected, but she would find out at the next opportunity.
She reviewed each step in her plan to liberate the Sword, looking for flaws, afraid it would all come to nothing. If Kar failed in the end, why should I think I can do better? The moment the Ark detonated in a flare of white light was imprinted on her mind. Nothing could survive that. Not a black box nor the Sword nor a life pod preserving the body and spirit of the alien she had cherished. His final words echoed. “I will be with you always.” But he wasn’t, was he? It was merely one of those stupid things people say when there’s nothing you can do, and no time left anyway.
#
“You saw the Sword?” Jess couldn’t contain a grin.
“Not as such. I saw the Ark’s escape pod which I’m pretty sure contains the Sword, although we won’t be certain until it’s opened. Jolphyr was puzzling over how to do just that.”
Jess nodded several times as though adding things up in her mind. “It has to be the Sword, I agree. Even if it isn’t, it will be worth looking inside.”
It didn’t seem quite so cut and dried to Hickory. The chances of success had risen from near-impossible to remote in her mind. “Not going to be easy. There’s a lot of politics being played out here, and the chances of us slipping through undetected are pretty slim.”
Just then, Gareth joined their SIM link. Hello. Chief bottle washer and promising sous chef here. What’s been happening in the upper classes?
Hi, Gareth, Hickory smiled. Sorry I had to cut you short earlier. They told him of their experiences to date.
Gareth was ecstatic. Great work, guys. Now, all we need do is grab the Sword and dial up the Admiral.
Afraid it’s not going to be so simple, Gareth. Maybe the Sword of Connat is in the casket, maybe not, but we’re going to have to work out how to open it. That won’t be easy, or Jolphyr would have done it already. She paused, feeling her heart hammer. And there’s something I haven’t told you two yet.
Gareth let out a long breath. It’s never as easy as it first appears, is it? Murphy is always around the next corner waiting to trip you up. What other disaster do we have to overcome?
Hickory glanced at Jess. She reached for her arm and hesitated. “I’m sorry, Jess. It’s my fault.”
She pursed her lips then continued via her SIM. The Admiral has refused to re-settle the Lakedwellers and won’t sanction us releasing the Yatzi. In fact, he’s mandated I do nothing that might arouse the suspicions of the Bikashi that Earth is involved in the theft of the Sword.
So, what, we’re just supposed to leave these people behind? Gareth’s voice rose.
Gareth, be quiet for a second. Hickory’s trying to tell us something.
Hickory mimed a thank-you, then continued. There’s something strange going on. She told them of the Politburo’s interference and her suspicions. She wondered if she was being paranoid. I don’t know who’s behind it or what their real objective is. I do know what I’m being instructed to do, and I don’t like it. She moistened her lips. I told the Admiral I won’t deliver the Sword of Connat to him unless he resettles the Lakedwellers on Earth. She hurried on, afraid of hearing their opposition. He says I’m being stupid. Maybe I’ve bitten off more than I can chew. I wouldn’t blame either of you for not going along with my scheme. Especially you, Jess. She waited for them to speak. There must be a million questions and doubts, she thought.
Jess fidgeted uncomfortably beside her. Especially me? Why so, Hick. Every day I remain on this planet is a gamble. A gamble for the future of my family. I realize that. Mack knows it too. Have I the right to take the gamble? I could go mad trying to work out the answer. What I know is I have to do what’s right and hopeּּ—no, not hope—bloody work hard to make things work out because otherwise, life isn’t worth living, is it?
There was silence for a few seconds, then Gareth said, Is it my turn to talk now, mother? I can’t abandon these people here either, and I won’t let Anyar down. I’d never forgive myself. I don’t think we have any choice. I have one question, Captain. What’s the plan?
Idiot boy, said Jess.
Relief flooded through Hickory like a fresh mountain stream. Our objectives are first to get the Mitanni out of here. Anyar and her Yatzi will create a distraction while I sneak into Jolphyr’s lab and grab the Sword. We all head off to confront the Admiral, threatening to unleash Armageddon if he doesn’t relocate the humans to Earth. Hopefully, he agrees and we all live happily ever after.
A bit short on detail, isn’t it? said Gareth.
Look, the fact is we don’t have a plan. I’m making it up as we go along. There are too many unknown variables at this stage. However, we know what we want to do. We need to find out how to open the casket and pray there’s a Sword inside. If there isn’t, nothing else is workable. She paused while the consequences of failure sank in. Sword or not, you do understand what I’m proposing is more than disobeying a direct order? We could all be court-marshaled for this. The penalty for mutiny in the service is still death.
She didn’t mention she was considering how she might use the Sword herself if her conjecture about the Orwellian agenda of the Politburo turned out correct. She wasn’t sure they’d go along with it, and in any case, that part of her plan would keep for another time and place.
Jess and Gareth agreed in principle with the plan outline Hickory had devised, but both identified several glaring omissions.
Gareth homed in on the problems. How do we get them out of the city, then off the planet and transport them to Earth, if the Admiral doesn’t come to the party? Also, Bikashi transport is made to carry twelve plus two in the cockpit. We’ve got, how many?
Jess counted them up. Fifty-two humans including we three, plus there must be over a hundred Yatzi, she said, not to forget the two hundred or so Lakedwellers at the village.
Gareth groaned. We can’t spirit so many away from the city without the Bikashi noticing. Are you sure you can’t change the Admiral’s mind? Do you think he would really leave us here if we don’t bend to his wishes, Cap?
Hickory sensed Gareth’s increasing frustration. The problems seemed insurmountable. He hadn’t given up, nor had Jess, but they were both worried by the numbers and the sheer size of the challenge.
There were only three of them after all. The Admiral has no choice but to follow his orders. We can’t rely on the cavalry to save us. We need to break this down into smaller pieces. Getting the Lakedwellers out is the start. We have a fair idea of how to do that, so a tick there. Let’s work on how we get off the planet next. When we know how we’re going to do that, the rest will fall into place. She wished she felt as confident as she sounded. Let’s keep thinking about it, folks. Come back to me with any ideas.
Hickory took a deep breath. In the meantime, Gareth, you had something you wanted to tell me earlier?
Um, yes, but it’s a bit of a long story.
Just the synopsis, junior, said Jess. We’ll read the book later.
Okay, two things. I met Ishnu’s son, Aslexis, and he’s keen to help. I asked about weapons. He knows someone who works as a cleaner in the citadel security office located on the ground floor. Apparently, there’s a small weapon store there. His friend could get us access.
That’s great news. Where does the boy work? Asked Jess.
Level one underground. He’s learning to operate the convection system supplying fresh air and vents exhaust for the whole citadel.
Could be handy. Hickory stored that piece of information away for future use. What else?
I’ve discovered what’s ailing the Yatzi. Their food is being drugged. One of my less onerous tasks is to prepare the hash they feed to the prisoners. It’s just a mix of meat and vegetables, boiled then solidified. They’re cut into protein blocks for today’s consumption or stored for future use. The Yatzis simply add water and eat. Not great flavor, but not bad nutritionally. One of the kitchen hands kept checking the barrels where the mash was solidifying, so I kept a watch on her. Turns out she’s doctoring the food supply. I don’t know what with specifically, but it keeps the Yatzis subdued.
Shit, said Jess. A Lakedweller? Anyar’s not going to like this.
The good news is I’ve made friends with two of the chefs, and it’s been sorted. We found where she kept her supply and substituted the drugs for sugar mixed with flour. The Yatzi should be back to normal in a few days. He paused so long Hickory thought he’d finished. There is one other matter to report. I’ve seen Sikona. He was with a squad of security guards, dressed as one of them. I almost didn’t recognize him. He slipped an ear communicator to me as we passed each other. His call sign is 1469SKODA.
#
Calm down, Anyar, Hickory said. She was using her SIM to amplify the telepathic reception and transmission between them. Anyar was having a difficult time controlling the volume as well as the passion conveyed by her thoughts.
<<But, Hic-o-ray. I must do something. The Lakedwellers are poisoning my people.>>
Only one Lakedweller, my friend, and she was forced into it by the Bikashi. If she hadn’t complied, she and her family would have been tortured at the very least. The girl is filled with remorse for her actions and will face the village justice system to answer for her crimes.
<<The Bikashi are responsible. We must stop those who violate our freedom.>>
We will, Anyar, but there are over fifty thousand troops in this city. We must not show our hand too soon or we will die, and you, Jess, Gareth and I will have achieved nothing. We must wait until Gareth has done his work and the poison leaves the bodies of the Yatzi.
<<Yes, then I will explain to my people what we are to do.>>
I am still unhappy about the Yatzi’s role in this, Anyar. It will be very dangerous for you and your people.
<<Yes, but it must be done if we are to gain our freedom.>>
I can think of no other way, and Anyar…
<<Hic-o-ray?>>
You must explain to your people they may die.
The Yatzi was silent for a moment. <<At least they will die a free people.>>
Free or slave, it makes no difference. You must let them know the consequences of rebellion. It is a choice each alone must make. The Bikashi will be ruthless. It is possible they will slay all. Hickory did not want their deaths on her conscience.
<<I understand Hic-o-ray. If death is the consequence of fighting this evil, it is a sacrifice I willingly make—and I believe so will all Yatzi, but I will give them your message.>>
Remember, we are aiming to commence our action in three days from now. It doesn’t allow much time for you to consult your people and develop your tactics for the day, but it will take that long for the poison to leave their bodies. I will contact you when the time is right.
<<I will enter the slave compound tonight and attend to my people. One more Scarg will not be noticed.>>
#
Sabrina lay propped up in bed having her facial skin scraped by Anitta. She was in a foul mood, having had to wait longer than usual for her breakfast to be delivered from the kitchen. “What were they doing down there to take so long, Eliza? Remind me to send a note to the head chef. I’ll rattle his bones. It’s most unusual.”
“Yes, ma’am. Most unusual.”
The concubine’s features changed to a snarl, and she grabbed the girl’s wrist. “Do you mock me, Eliza?” She twisted the scraper toward Anitta and wiped the dead skin onto the girl’s cheek.
Anitta whimpered but did not respond.
Hickory approached the Bikashi, a smile on her lips, and spoke soothingly. “Mistress, do not alarm yourself. Eliza meant no wrong. “Ma’am” is an old-fashioned term meant to convey respect and admiration amongst the Mitanni.”
“I have not heard of it before.” Sabrina tilted her head and examined the girl. “Very well. You are fortunate, Eliza. I forgive you this time, but make sure to address me as Mistress in future. Be off with you. Bertha will finish my toilet.”
Hickory took the scraper from Anitta and massaged some ointment into Sabrina’s skin.
“Ah, you have a deft touch, Bertha. Fan me, I feel a little warm.”
Hickory flapped a paper vane. “Mistress, pardon me if I am too presumptuous, but I have heard it said you once lived on a farm. What was it like?”
Sabrina emitted a deep thrumming sound from the back of her throat. She glanced toward the exits. Hickory could sense a battle taking place in her mind. Her pupils dilated then shrank, indicating a moment’s anger, then she drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “This is a very personal question.” She stared unblinkingly at Hickory.
Hickory’s pulse leaped. Apparently, she had touched a sensitive spot. There’s no doubt she was in a farming family before Jolphyr seized her. She bowed low and did not return the consort’s gaze. “My apologies, mistress. I did not mean to cause you distress. I mention it because I spoke with an Aurigan worker on my way to Kaffur. He told me he had been a farmer before his parents sent him to work in a factory, and I was struck by the similarity of his eyes to yours. He too had bright yellow irises. But I will speak of it no more and beg you to forgive my intrusion.”
Sabrina grabbed her arms with both hands and pulled her close so their faces were almost touching. “Who…what was this worker’s name? Tell me.” She shook Hickory so hard her teeth chattered, and then abruptly she let her go. “Oh, Bertha, forgive my roughness. I am sorry, I did not mean to hurt you. You and I share the same spirit even though our bodies are quite unlike. Please, tell me this worker’s name.”
Hickory had heard Sabrina pleading on one other occasion. In the bedchamber with Kabutai, she’d begged him for news of her family. This was the moment Hickory suspected Sikona and Sabrina might be siblings. The Warlord had refused to tell her, Hickory assumed, because he craved control over Sabrina. The constant monitoring of his underlings was further proof of his insecurities. Withholding this information from Sabrina gave him a sense of power over her. It showed the fragile nature of Sabrina that she now pleaded with Hickory. Hickory felt compassion for her and a strong impulse to help. “He called himself Sikona.”
The concubine placed a hand to her mouth in a very human-like gesture. “Sikona was my brother’s name. Is it possible…Where did you see him—is he near?”
Hickory glanced around, then whispered. “Please, mistress, we must be careful. We don’t know who might be listening. I fear the Warlord may have a camera in this bedroom.” It would explain why so many maids had been replaced if he was monitoring Sabrina’s private conversations. She signaled Sabrina to follow and led her into a remote corner of the room. “Sikona is in the city. I don’t know where, but I will find out. You must trust me with this. Warlord Kabutai must not know he is here. Trust me, Mistress Jane. I will find him and bring him to you.”
Sabrina shivered and tears welled up in her eyes. “My name is Sabrina, what is yours?”
Hickory smiled and reached for her hand. “My name is Hickory.”
Sabrina extracted a promise Hickory would continue to enact their pretense in public. Any deviation from the norm would attract the attention of the Warlord and place her, as well as Hickory’s plans, in jeopardy.
Sabrina’s response to Hickory’s aim of freeing the Yatzi slaves had been emotional. “They are not birds to be ensnared. They are free beings with an independent will. I am happy to see them released from their cages. I will help if I can.”
Hickory wondered how safe the concubine would be once the Yatzi attacked. They would likely view her as part of the establishment they were trying to destroy. She felt like a juggler with too many balls in the air. She needed an extra hand.




CHAPTER 19

Secret Meeting

Hickory peered through the window of “Spice & Oil” and spotted Sikona examining a jar of incense. She adjusted her SIM to pick up the frequency of his communicator, then walked through the entrance and stood beside him.
He turned his head away then murmured into his throat mike. “Not too close Earthling, or you will give the game away.”
She stepped back half a pace. Happy to see you too, Bikashi. I hope it’s okay to talk here. I couldn’t think of many places a Lakedweller would stand as close to a Bikashi without comment. I’m here on behalf of my mistress to choose some bath oil for her.
“And I am here on a similar quest.” His eyes rounded into perfect circles, then reverted to their normal shape.
 The uniform looks good.
“I needed to find a way to blend in when I reached the city; otherwise, I’d appear even stranger than a Lakedweller in a spice shop. We had better finish our business here soon. We can continue our discussions as we walk.”
Hickory selected some cinnamon bath oil and paid the fee using Sabrina’s authority. Sikona replaced the jar of incense on the shelf and followed her out. They maintained five yards separation as they strolled along the footpath in the retail sector.
“I have some news for you, Captain Lace,” he said.
And I you, Sikona, but you first.
She turned left at the next corner, and he followed.
“I have joined the resistance movement. They are the ones who gave me the security guard’s uniform and identity badge.”
Hickory was bemused. There is a resistance movement on Auriga?
“It’s unsurprising you haven’t heard of it. We are small in numbers—less than a hundred in the capital, a few more outside the walls—but we have people in high places in the administration as well as workers and are growing in strength. We are determined to restore the Bikashi culture to what it once was. The ruling class has become corrupt, and their focus is purely on gaining power and riches for themselves by exploiting the poor. We will bring them down and replace the existing government and its infrastructure with one that is more egalitarian.”
Hickory understood. The Aurigan’s experience of corruption and the vicissitudes of his life under what was primarily a feudal system where the top tier was never held accountable had led to Sikona’s epiphany. His sojourn as a Dark Sun and the journey to Kaffur with Hickory had equipped him to become the perfect revolutionary. What of Jolphyr? she asked.
Sikona’s grunt, his equivalent to a belly laugh, drew a few odd glances, but no one stopped to ask the security guard what he found so funny.
“I have not forgotten Jolphyr. I hope to have the pleasure of dispatching him to Hell soon. I wait and watch for my opportunity.”
The chance to strike a blow at your enemy might be closer than you think, said Hickory.
“You have a proposal for me?”
I intend to take the Lakedwellers to Earth and free the Yatzi slaves. She experienced a huge rush of adrenalin as she shared the thought with him. I have my own reasons for doing this, but your resistance movement will benefit too. The Lakedwellers and Yatzis are the linchpins of the system operated by Kabutai and his Directorates. When they are withdrawn, it will lead to the collapse of their government.
“And you want our help to set them free?”
I need your help to get them off the planet.
As Hickory explained her plan in detail, Sikona’s eyes grew round and shining. “You don’t do things by halves, do you, Captain Lace? I will place your proposal in front of the leaders. I imagine their response will be swift.”
But first, let me tell you my other news. What would you say if I told you I’d found your sister?
The Bikashi halted mid-stride, causing the couple behind him to bump into him. He mumbled his apologies and closed the gap to Hickory. He half-reached out to grasp her arm, then changed his action to bend to the ground and pick up an imaginary coin. “What would I say? I’d say I’m disappointed to discover you to be a liar. My sister has been dead these three years.”
You’d best prepare yourself, Sikona. As fate would have it, I am Sabrina’s maidservant. She is far from dead, I assure you. She sends her heartfelt affection for her brother and asks you to meet her secretly in a place of your own choosing.
#
Hickory felt the temperature rise. Now it begins. Aslexis had done what he’d promised and jammed the thermostat on Level three which controlled the air flow through the city. Soon the heat would become uncomfortable, and the security services would start poking around. By then, Aslexis would have reversed the fans in the exhaust tunnels running out of the city and the air coming through the vents would be foul. She nodded to Sabrina. “It’s time.”
Sabrina sprang out of bed and strode over to the communications station. She stabbed at the link to engineering. “Jolphyr, are you there? Is this unbearable heat due to your meddling? This really is too much. I demand you have it fixed immediately. Until you do, I’m going to find somewhere cool to wait. Advise me as soon as the fault is rectified.” She disconnected and flashed her eyes at Hickory. “Please accompany me, Bertha.”
Hickory and Sabrina left the apartment and made their way to the retail sector. They halted outside an eating house where Sikona sat alone at a table by the window, checking those nearby.
“It’s him.” Sabrina danced from foot to foot in glee. She grabbed Hickory by the shoulders and whispered in her ear. “Thank you. I will never forget this.” She hurried across the road and disappeared inside.
Hickory watched brother and sister reunite. Sikona gaped in astonishment at the sight of his sister’s costume, then he reached out and took Sabrina’s hands in his, a sign of his deep affection. Sikona glanced out the window, spoke with Sabrina, and strolled over to Hickory.
He sat on a bench within hearing distance and murmured. “Firstly, thank you for arranging for me to meet with my sister. We have a lot of catching up to do—I have so much to tell her, as I’m sure is true of her. What an incredible life she must have led.”
“Be gentle with her, Sikona. She’s a strong person, but she’s been through a lot.”
“She told me you are her friend. I am grateful it is so.” He paused. “I will ask her formally to enlist in the resistance movement. I do not wish us to be parted again.” He nodded to himself then glanced over to meet Hickory’s eyes. “It was more difficult to reach agreement to your proposal than I anticipated. There seems to be a lack of trust among the leadership of Earth’s motives. However, they are excited by the possibilities, and there is an imminent opportunity. The battlecruiser Czirpitz is in stable orbit above Kaffur and is awaiting orders. There are two officers on board, one of whom is resistance, plus a maintenance crew of six. The cruiser carries two four-man shuttlecraft, two troop carriers capable of holding forty fully armed Bikashi soldiers, and one ship-to-shore transporter with seating for twenty crew.”
“A battlecruiser? That’s one helluva lift home.” She wondered what Earth’s response would be to a Bikashi warship on their doorstep. She hoped she could reason with them before they were fired upon.
“My leaders have stipulated one condition. The resistance will retain the battlecruiser after the mission is complete.”
Hickory’s brows knitted together. “If I’m taking it to Earth with the Lakedwellers, do you expect me to fly it back to Auriga, or…you’re coming with us, is that it?”
“I will bring a skeleton crew with me. They, and the officer already on board will report to Jess until we’ve completed our part of the deal.”
The Czirpitz was a considerable bargaining chip. She might have used it when she came face to face with Merrik and the Politburo, but any value it had depended on her reaching Earth in the first place. She nodded. “We are agreed. It will be dangerous, and I’ll be glad to have your company.”     
Sikona laid out the plan. The mission would commence two hours before dawn, at which time the officer on board would send a shuttle to Kaffur, where Jess would be waiting to transfer the first load of Lakedwellers to the Czirpitz.
After Sikona left, Hickory strode to the opposite end of the shopping precinct and called Jess. Jess, what’s your status?
I’m in the hangar looking to see if we can find some transport off this planet.
I think I have what you need. She told Jess about the deal with Sikona. You’ll be in charge on the flight home, but I need you to make sure all the Lakedwellers are safe on board before we leave.
Hickory strode back to the palace, feeling as though she wanted to punch the air. Could this really work? The trip back to Earth had seemed the toughest part of the strategy to engineer, now the answer had fallen into her lap. She forced herself to stay calm. Many would perish before she could claim success.
#
Aslexis, Gareth, a few kitchen workers, and Anitta passed the word around: a meeting of all Mitanni would be held in staff quarters before breakfast the following morning. Gareth had checked for surveillance equipment and found one camera. He would record an hour of normal activity before the meeting and replay it via the camera feedback. Anyone monitoring the room would be none the wiser.
“How many do you expect to turn up?” Hickory asked.
“Fifty-two of our people work in the palace, fifty-one if we discount Julia, the Bikashi collaborator. Subtract those who weren’t invited—Jesque, Vaques, and four other Bikashi spies and a couple we couldn’t reach—I’d say around forty.”
Aslexis’s grin sent Hickory’s heart into overdrive. She smiled hesitantly, marveling at his well-toned frame and bright blue eyes. She forced herself back to the job at hand. Forty, plus two hundred-odd at the village. It will take more than a few trips to get them all out.
The Mitanni trickled in, and Hickory worried about how many would show up, but then a crowd arrived together and she relaxed.
Gareth spoke to her via his SIM. Vaques has sneaked in with the crowd. I’ll guard the door to make sure he doesn’t leave.
Hickory had agreed Aslexis would introduce her and she would take it from there.
He moved to the front of the assembled crowd and stood on a chair. “Fellow Mitanni, thank you all for coming. Many of you fear for your life being here. To you, I say your bravery is admirable. Some of you have faith in the old ways and believe the prophecies of a redeemer who will free us all from the Bikashi yoke. Your faith will not go unrewarded. Others among you have hope of a life after death where you will be reunited with your loved ones. That day may soon be upon us.”
There was a buzz of excitement around the room. Aslexis was the son of Ishnu and would in due course take up his position as leader of the Mitanni. He had status amongst them and honor. His words carried authority.
Aslexis signaled Hickory to join him. “You do not know this woman, so what she has to say will seem incredible. I ask you to listen because she speaks truth.” He touched Hickory’s arm and stepped back.
Hickory drew in a deep breath and began, “My name is Hickory Lace, and I am not of this world.”
There was silence for a few seconds and then bedlam. Some laughed, thinking it a joke, others were bemused, more were incredulous, and a few started calling on Ra. Hickory raised her hands and asked for quiet. When the buzz settled, she outlined her plan to free the Mitanni from the tyranny of their masters. There was much consternation, even anger from some in the crowd. They find it too hard to believe. She persisted. “I am not from this world. You are not from this world. We come from the same world called Earth, and I would like to take you home.”
Vaques threw back his hood and strode to the front of the meeting shaking his fist at Hickory. “Why do you listen to a stranger who comes here to cause trouble! Each of you knows our history. The Bikashi have cared for us for thousands of years. We owe them a debt. Is this how you would repay them—by deserting them? I urge you to leave and return to your masters before you are discovered. None shall be the wiser.”
Aslexis placed a hand on Vaques’s chest and pushed him backward. “So speaks the squirmer who has preyed on you for many years at the behest of his masters. His own words betray him—we are Mitanni, not Lakedwellers. What has Vaques ever done for any of you, except demand tribute and threaten our most precious gift, our children?” He swept his arm to encompass Anitta and the five solitary young ones at the front of the crowd. “What hope do they have, what life do you have, if you will not accept Hickory’s offer? Will you allow this traitor to crawl back to his masters and tell them of our plans?”
The crowd muttered and surrounded Vaques. He raised his arms to protect himself, but there were too many, all keen to exact a little revenge from a despised sycophant.
“Wait.” Aslexis dragged several assailants off Vaques and raised him to his feet. “Even the vilest among us will add to our strength on Earth. Every human deserves the chance to repent their wrongdoings. What say you, Vaques, will you join us?”
“Pah!” Vasques mocked him. “And wait for the knife in my back from one of you good people? Do what you will. You will not evade Bikashi justice.”




CHAPTER 20

Vengeance

Hickory combed through the details of the plan a third time. It seemed sound, but without a clear understanding of the skills and trustworthiness of Sikona’s people, or the Warlord’s probable response, anything could happen. Murphy’s law never fails. She tossed up whether she should call the Admiral and beg for his support. She’d worked for him for over three years but felt she didn’t know what drove him any more than when he abandoned her as a six-year-old child. She’d never attempted anything as big or complex as this operation, and she felt edgy over all the things that could go wrong, but it was her choice and something she needed to do. She checked the time on her SIM. Two hours to go.
She looked over to where Sabrina was pulling apart her wardrobe, seeking something other than her Jane Eyre costumes. She couldn’t sleep, either, excited by the prospect of joining her brother in the resistance; of being free from the chains of the Bikashi culture represented by Kabutai and Jolphyr. When Hickory had questioned the prudence of her decision, she’d looked at her with puzzlement as though Hickory should understand more than any why she needed to do this. “God does not belong only to Earthlings. He is everywhere. I feel His presence most when His works are placed before me in the unclouded night sky; where stars and planets wheel their silent course. Then do I sense most clearly His infinitude, His omnipotence, His omnipresence. Gladly will I venture into the inky blackness the nearer to be to Him.”
It was pure Jane Eyre, but stated with a belief and confidence in His majesty and power, a confidence Hickory had lost with the death of Kar. She hoped it would work out well for her.
#
One hour to go.
Anyar? she transmitted.
<<Here,>> confirmed the Yatzi. <<My people are ready. The doors to the compound are unlocked, and we’ll head for the travelator when you say so.>>
The Yatzi will be remembered for their bravery today. Await my signal.
She switched circuits. Gareth, where are you now?
In the Mitanni rest quarters. The two nightshift security guards are sleeping like babies thanks to the brew Chef Minter concocted for them. Everyone is a little nervous, including me, but all is quiet at the moment.
Hickory breathed hard. It won’t be quiet for much longer. In thirty minutes, Sikona and his roughnecks will seize control of the Czirpitz, and Anyar and her Yatzis will start up the travelator. You need to make your way to the landing area, now, before the fun starts, and wait there for Jess to lift you off. Hopefully, you won’t be missed in all the ruckus.
Check, Captain. Then Jess and I will run a ferry service between Dur Untash and the Czirpitz. I hope the Bikashi resistance can be trusted to keep their end of the bargain. Frankly, I can’t see what they have to gain. They will already have taken the ship. Why not just hightail it out of here?
It was another anxiety point for Hickory, but at least she felt Sabrina and Sikona could be trusted to keep their word to her. If she were wrong, the whole exercise would collapse, and she and the rest of them wouldn’t be alive to worry about it too long. They don’t need us to seize the ship. The real benefit for them is to strip the Bikashi leadership of their unpaid servants and slaves. The ship is a bonus. At least I hope so.
#
Hickory headed back toward the second layer of the citadel. Halfway up the travelator, she signaled Anyar to release the Yatzi.
A moment later, roars of vengeance rose up from the lower floors, accompanied by shouts of fear and disbelief.
The Yatzi horde spilled off the travelator into level three, rampaging through the corridors leading to the Bikashi administration block. Anyar ran in the lead urging her charges on.
A squad of security personnel sprinted toward them, struggling to free weapons and bring them to bear on the charging Yatzi. They didn’t stand a chance. The Yatzi engaged with their enemy tooth and claw, spurred on by a hatred born of decades of mistreatment. Soon, most of the Bikashi lay dead or injured. A few were spared to spread the panic.
The wail of a siren swelled to an ululating moan as the Bikashi command realized the threat of the advancing mob towards their unprotected living quarters. Orders rang out over the address system, directing security to cordon off hot spots and urging civilians to take cover. The travelator was shut down, which caused further hysteria among civilians trying to escape.
Hickory raced up the last two hundred meters amid panicked Bikashi.
Which way? Hickory’s eyes flitted in every direction.
A squad of security ran past and stationed themselves at the head of the travelator, rifles pressed hard against their shoulders, pointing down.
Aslexis said I should take the corridor directly opposite then keep left at each intersection until I reach the science labs.
She strode forward, avoiding oncoming voyeurs, keen to see what the fuss was about.
“What are you doing in this place, Lakedweller? Let me see your transit authorization.” The security guard blocked her path and forced Hickory against the wall with his rifle. Civilian Bikashi stared at them as they ran past, fear in their eyes.
“The Scarg are behind, sir. They are killing everyone.” Hickory fumbled in her pocket for the ID provided by Aslexis.
The guard examined the card, then inserted it into his scanner. “Clear. Move to your station, quickly. Some are already blaming the Lakedwellers for this riot.” He handed her back the card and stepped back.
#
Gareth called her from his SIM to provide an update on the evacuation of Dur Untash. I’m on my way to the ship with my last load now, including our headman, Ishnu. Jess has one more trip, and then all the Mitanni and their belongings will be on board. Although pretty poor belongings, to tell the truth.
What about Sikona? How are he and Sabrina?
Sikona seems to have everything well in hand. He offered the ship’s crew the chance to join the resistance. Those who refused, he put back in the lock-up. Sikona says they’ll be released before we leave the planet. He introduced me to his sister. Interesting lady. She’s with the humans now, tending to their sick. Quite a few have developed some sort of scurvy and Sabrina is bathing their wounds and feeding them citrus fruits. She seems to have developed a great rapport with the kids in particular.
No surprises there, thought Hickory. Sabrina’s been looking to find meaning in her existence for years. Looks like she found it. She smiled wistfully. She’d lost life’s purpose for a while there. Perhaps I just changed direction. She thrust the debilitating thoughts from her mind.
It was neither the time nor the place for soul-searching. Gareth, when you’ve finished up at the ship, I want you to meet me in the lab.




CHAPTER 21

Wounded Feeling

Hickory inserted the ID into the secure access terminal and punched in the ten-digit code she’d memorized. The terminal had a dual purpose, assessing both authorized Bikashi workers and their Lakedweller aides. Typically, the humans would be accompanied by their masters, but not always, sometimes being called to work on a project while`e the Bikashi slept. The security code supplied by Sikona included an algorithm indicating she was permitted to enter without her master on this day.
The door slid open and she glanced at Gareth. “We need to work fast, and don’t forget, the Warlord has this room under surveillance, so act as though we have every right to be here.” Hickory hoped he was too busy with the escaped Yatzis to be watching.
Anyar, what’s your status? She checked in.
<<Status is…fair. We have some dead, but they have more. We are holding them at bay and making our way back to the ground floor.>>
Hickory’s heart sank. She’d hoped, stupidly perhaps, the Yatzi’s would escape relatively unscathed. Thank you, Anyar. Your part in this is over. Gareth and I are inside the science lab, and Jess is transporting the remaining humans to their village.
<<We will hold out as long as we can, Hic-o-ray. The Bikashi will not soon forget this day, and neither will the Yatzi.>>
Goodbye, and good luck, Anyar. You have been a good friend. She waited, but there was no response.
“Anyar? How is she?” said Gareth.
“Fighting to the last,” she said, turning her head from him so he would not see the tears roll down her cheek. She wiped her eyes on a sleeve. This was no time for sentiment. She had a job to do.
“Whereabouts is the casket?” Said Gareth.
She looked around the laboratory, re-orienting herself to what she’d seen on the Warlord’s terminal. Inside a glass cage in the middle of the room, a transparent container lay on a workbench, connected by a multitude of cables to a bank of computers. Hickory guessed most—if not all—would be used to monitor temperature, humidity and an array of other indicators related to the container’s contents. She strode over to the glass wall and gazed inside. Finally, I will learn the truth of it. She felt overwhelmed by the solemnity of the occasion. Her shoulders shook. Inside the room, the casket seemed to hum with life, glowing golden.
“Gareth, open the cage for me, will you?”
He scratched the back of his neck and looked at her, then walked to the computer control station. “Bikashi isn’t the easiest writing to understand, but my SIM is translating. Here we go.” He punched a few keys. “I have a feeling that’s the easy bit,” he said as the door slid open.
Minute particles of dust swirled inside the golden pod, then settled like snowflakes. Shadows played across the pod’s luminous surface, seemingly moving of their own accord, precursors to some momentous event, perhaps. “I can sense ancient knowledge here, but there is harshness also.” She spoke as though to herself, then heard the voice of Kar.
This is the bane of the ancients, conceived many eons ago for a worthy purpose but contaminated by some who wished to use it for their own selfish ends. It is indeed harsh, and terrible, and treacherous, and many other things. But the Sword’s nature is tempered by those who wield it.
Kar? Hickory staggered and almost fell, but only Gareth stood by her side.
#
“You are here at last, Hickory Lace.” The Bikashi sounded gleeful. He stood six and a half feet tall, short for a Bikashi, with his thick neck and shoulders bent forward. He advanced toward the glass cage, flanked by six guards.
Hickory noticed a slight limp. Sabrina described Jolphyr to a T.
“I have waited long for your arrival,” he said. “I felt sure you would give up and return to your safe bed on Earth, but your resilience has surprised me.”
“Who…” said Gareth, reaching for his sword.
“This is Jolphyr, Sikona’s false master, traitor to the Warlord.” Hickory’s lip curled, and her eyes flashed.
Jolphyr’s eyes became pure circles. He was laughing at her. “I was ever true to Sikona. I would have honored our agreement if he had survived to deliver you into my hands. Alas, it was not to be. He did everything I asked for, even joining the despicable Dark Suns and placing himself under the eyes of your hypocritical Galactic Alliance.” His voice turned cold. “But enough of Sikona, you will open this golden treasure chest and give me the Sword.”
“And how would I do that, even if I wanted to?” She could sense Gareth preparing to charge and warned him to wait. There are too many. We need to surprise them.
Jolphyr’s sharp eyes picked up the communication between them even if he didn’t himself hear it. “Ah, the infamous comms technology. I should have known you would carry the agency implants. Interesting.”
Now, said Hickory. She and Gareth leaped into action. Hickory ran at the nearest guard and tackled him to the ground. They both wrestled for the laser pistol in his belt. She tugged it free and fired into his stomach. The Bikashi fell back, blood bubbling from his mouth.
A second guard brought his laser pistol to bear, but Jolphyr shouted at him, “No! Put away your pistols. Kill the boy if you will, but the human female must live. She is the only one who can open the casket.”
Hickory picked up the sword from the body of the dead Bikashi and threw it to Gareth. His opponent hesitated, and Gareth slashed at him. The soldier screamed in pain and fell to the ground clutching his arm.
Hickory swung in a semi-circle to face the two guards who had moved behind her. Their knives were out, and they didn’t hesitate. They leaped forward, aiming for her midriff. She turned and ran, pulling her Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife free from its sheath. The eleven-inch blade had been favored by the O.S.S. and British Commandos during World War Two, and she’d had it specially sharpened so she could use it to slash at an enemy. The two Bikashi cornered her against the wall, and she pointed the F.S. first at one, then the other. “If I die here, I’ll take at least one of you with me.”
Jolphyr shouted. “Enough! Put up your weapon, or I will kill the boy.”
Gareth was on his knees, his face screwed up in pain. Jolphyr grasped his hair with one hand and held a knife to his throat with the other. “Do as I say.” He pressed the blade against Gareth’s neck, opening a small cut.
Hickory threw down her F.S. and raised her hands.
“Ha! It is as Sikona said. You have become weak, Earthling. You grieve for something you cannot have, and it has robbed you of your strength. A Bikashi would have let the boy die.” He nodded to a guard, who knocked her on the temple with the butt of his knife.
#
Hickory’s head ached, and she opened her eyes blearily. She tried to focus on Jolphyr, but her mind was in turmoil. Why had she surrendered? Retrieving the Sword was a critical part of her mission, more so than the life of any one person, even a friend like Gareth. People had died to get her to this point, what was one more? Without the Sword, she would be helpless to prevent Politburo’s attempted takeover of the Galactic Alliance. And there was something more. Kar had spoken to her. She was not delusional. Her years on Prosperine flashed through her mind. She’d learned a lot from the alien known to his followers as the Teacher. She’d found strength in his wisdom, and his friendship and trust had carried her through many tough times.
The rebel leader Sequana had tortured her to the point where she’d almost lost her mind and her will to live, but the Teacher had brought her back, not through some magic but through kindness and love.
The Riv-Amok had terrified her, yet the Teacher had taught her how to bend the telepathic monster to her will. Until then, fear and rage had been the catalysts to release her telepathic gift, but Kar had shown her a more powerful stimulant, coaxing, persuading and encouraging the beast through affinity and empathy with its pain.
Her arch enemy, the Bikashi commander Vogel held the Sword of Connat for a time, and it made him immensely strong. If it hadn’t been for the Teacher’s intervention, she would have died at his hands. Vogel had been stranded on a radioactive island for two years, and his strength was depleted before he found the Sword. What might he have achieved if it had come to him when he was at his physical peak? But then, the Sword betrayed him in the end.
Jolphyr thought her weak. That her grief had robbed her of her strength. Had she relied on Kar to bolster her weakness? She couldn’t be honest with herself and say they’d had a partnership. A partnership required both people to contribute equally to their relationship.
The revelation was a bolt from the blue. We never had a relationship, not in the human sense. What she’d felt for him was never built on passion, but on love at a spiritual level, a love woven into the fabric of the universe, and therefore at the center of her own being. This was the source of her feeling of deep connectedness with the Teacher.
She’d been mourning for something that had never existed. Jolphyr was right, she’d imagined a future that could never be. She and Kar had been friends, and it was horrible to think of that spark having been extinguished. He’d been an amazing person and achieved more in his life, and in his death, than ninety-nine percent of the universe. Instead of filling her mind with regret for the past, she should celebrate her luck at having met him and having experienced his greatness firsthand. What she needed to do now was follow his example. She’d never be him, nor come close to being as good as he was, but she could try. She could change.
#
Jolphyr’s face loomed over her, grinning.
She struggled to rise. “That’s where the difference between us lies, Jolphyr. Most humans have learned people are more important than things. We honor the miracle of life and not only human life. To humans, people are not disposable assets.”
The Directorate laughed. “Spare me your moral superiority. When I hold the Sword, I will achieve greatness for the Bikashi nation.”
“You will fail. In the end, the Sword will overcome you, just as it did Vogel.” She held her head, trying to clear the pain. She felt as though she would be sick and just managed to hold it down
“Enough of this. Open the casket.”
Don’t do it. He’ll kill us anyway. Gareth struggled in Jolphyr’s grasp, but the knife cut deeper.
Hickory grasped her great grandmother’s emerald encrusted crucifix tightly in her hand. A drop of blood fell innocently onto the casket. She focused her attention and searched deep inside herself to release her empathic power.
An odor of electrical energy crackled in her nostrils. Kar’s teachings flooded her memory, and she brought forth the gift that had lain dormant for nearly two years until she’d met Anyar. The wounded feelings she’d borne as she’d struggled for meaning in her life flashed through her mind. She recalled a vision she’d experienced in her mid-teens and long since forgotten. It had shown her what her life could be, what in fact it was supposed to be—an outpouring of love in the service of God and her fellow man. She hadn’t appreciated its significance at that young age because she didn’t have the life experience or maturity necessary to breathe life into this perfect picture. Now she understood.
Emotion flooded the neural pathways of her brain with a massive positive charge, and her head tilted backward. It was as though love streamed from her eyes, radiating from the spirit within her, absorbing all the desolation she’d ever known and drowning it in layers of peace.
Hickory sank to her knees, rested her hands on the shining capsule, and pressed her head to its surface. She opened her mind and reached out, searching for any sentient presence.
The capsule pulsated, imitating a beating heart, but she knew even without opening it there was nothing mortal inside. The knowledge set her free. The capsule was a machine that preserved another machine, the Sword. She felt her hands become warm as her emotional energy reached a crescendo and transferred from herself to the casket.
She stood, and the top of the casket vanished without a sound.




CHAPTER 22

Magic Trick

Jolphyr pushed his knife into his belt and stretched his hand towards the open casket. Beads of perspiration stood out on the Bikashi’s sloping forehead. “Here lies the doom of Vogel, the greatest commander of the Bikashi military. He said this Sword was a weapon of great power, handed down from ruler to ruler through the ages. A strong leader could wield the weapon and bend it to his will.” He hesitated. “I am that leader. I will be invulnerable, and the Sword will take me to victory over Auriga’s enemies.”
Hickory inclined her head. “Perhaps.”
“I have heard Vogel also professed this Sword would enable interstellar travel faster by far than any species currently possess. Do you believe this to be true, Hickory Lace?”
She shrugged. “The Sword of Connat gives of itself according to the strength and needs of the one who wields it. Few are mighty enough to bring forth the intense energy needed to harness the Sword. Sequana wasn’t, neither was Vogel. Only Connat herself and the Teacher were capable. You must take it up to see.”
The Directorate leaned over the box to peer inside. His mouth opened and a strangled sound emerged. “It is empty. There is nothing here, nothing.” He staggered backward.
Now, Gareth!
The boy sprang toward his guards. They made to grab him, but he squirmed free and swung a fist at the face of the nearest.
Hickory rushed at Jolphyr and tumbled him to the ground. He flexed his torso and threw her off. Both leaped to their feet, facing each other, arms outstretched. Jolphyr glanced at the casket. “It’s not there, Earth woman. There is no Sword.” He shook his head. “Did you know? Why come here then?”
“Did you not hear me say the Sword reveals its power to those who are strong enough to use it?” Hickory edged toward the casket.
“I have the strength, why then can I not see it?” Jolphyr snorted, swaying from side to side.
Hickory sensed his doubt and taunted him. “You will never have the Sword, Bikashi. It spurns you.”
He gestured with his knife for her to move away. His eyes searched the casket from top to bottom. “What do you see that I cannot?”
Hickory waited until the Bikashi turned to peer once more into the casket, then jumped onto his back. She wrapped an arm around his neck and squeezed, attempting to cut off his supply of air. It was like trying to crush rock because the Directorate’s neck was so thick and strong.
Jolphyr attempted to grab Hickory by the hair, but she evaded his outstretched hand. The pair stumbled and fell against the side of the casket. It teetered on the flotation supports and crashed to the floor.
Hickory glanced toward Gareth. He was hand to hand with the second Bikashi whose knife was pressed against Gareth’s chest.
#
“Put down your weapons, all of you.” The Warlord strode into the room. A troop of Bikashi soldiers armed with short-barreled energy rifles fanned out behind him.
Jolphyr and Hickory separated. Jolphyr’s guards cast down their weapons and bent their heads. Only Gareth hesitated.
“Shoot him.”
Gareth threw his knife to the ground and stood rooted to the spot.
The Warlord wore body armor inlaid with gold scrolls, covering his torso, arms, and legs. The helm on his head boasted three twisting horns taken from the skull of an Aluvian antelope. He held an ax in one hand and a lance in the other. His steely eyes took in the group then fell to the open capsule.
Jolphyr’s head was almost to his knees as he spoke. “My master, I am pleased you have come. I was hoping to bring you the sword of Connat, but alas my plan has failed. Nevertheless, I do have a gift for you. These are Earthling spies come to infiltrate the palace and—”
“Silence! Do you think me blind to your perfidy? Long have I watched you scheme to take power from me. I suspect these riots are your doing.” The Warlord cast a baleful eye at him. He was old, ancient by Bikashi standards, but Hickory feared he was still as strong as the legendary warrior who’d taken many lives in the wars with Earth.
Jolphyr bent lower still, his eyes fixed on the feet of Kabutai. “Master, do I have leave to speak freely?”
“Speak, Directorate, but be brief.”
Jolphyr dispensed with the preliminaries. “The Scarg riots are a diversion created by this one,” he stabbed his finger at Hickory, “to allow these Earthlings to infiltrate the science block.”
“For what purpose?”
“They believed the Sword of Connat was here and had come to steal it.”
“This Sword you speak of, it is the one Vogel acquired?”
Jolphyr pointed to the fallen casket. “Our pilots found this container amongst the wreckage of the Prosperine space vessel that was launched into Eridanus. I believed the sword had been placed inside the casket for protection. Before I brought it to you, I wanted to make sure it wasn’t a trap.” The Bikashi’s forehead shone with perspiration. “Our scientists couldn’t find any way to get inside, and it resisted my more direct efforts. There is not so much as a scratch on its surface. So, I set a trap to bring this one to Auriga. I thought she would know how to open it.”
The Supreme Ruler rubbed the top of his nose. “I see at least part of your plan worked.” He nodded at the casket.
Jolphyr glanced at the container lying on the floor. “The pod is open, yes, but it is empty.”
The Warlord’s eyes flicked to the casket again.
The Science Directorate drew himself up to his full height of six feet six inches. “I have failed you, my lord, and I will accept the consequences. But it is vital you understand the import of the message transmitted by the Bikashi supreme commander Vogel before he was vanquished by the Earth people. In its primary form, the Commander told us the sword is a weapon of great power created by the Segniori, a superior race who lived on the planet Prosperine long before the current inhabitants. The legends say a strong ruler can wield the weapon and bend it to his will. This leader will be invulnerable to harm, and the sword will grant him victory over all enemies.”
“This is the stuff of fantasy, Jolphyr. Is this all you have to say? You do not believe such nonsense.” The Warlord’s voice was filled with sarcasm, but he wore a thoughtful look as he glanced once more at the capsule.
“I trust Vogel’s honor, Lord. A truly strong Bikashi leader might achieve great things if he possessed this weapon. And, there is one further note sent by Vogel.” Jolphyr’s lizard-like eyes blinked rapidly.
The Warlord shifted his gaze to Hickory. “Go on.”
“Vogel believed if it were used by one with knowledge, the Sword would enable a ship to travel between the stars much faster by far than the technology we now possess.”
The leader’s eyes glittered. “Well, Captain Lace, what did you do with the Sword of Connat?”
Hickory’s heart beat so fast she felt sure they would hear.
“Perhaps I should call you Bertha? I have been watching with amusement as you work your magic on Sabrina. Now you will reveal the secret to your disappearing trick.”
Hickory wondered if the Warlord had known she was not from the Village ever since she arrived in Kaffur. Had someone betrayed her, or was Kabutai playing mind games? “There is no trick. If you do not see the Sword, it is because you are not worthy.”
The Warlord laughed, a grating, grunting sound that sent Hickory’s nerves jangling. “You are fortunate I must attend to this slave uprising; otherwise, I would deal with you now. Still, a night in the cells will loosen your tongues.” He signaled to four of his troops. “Lock them up.”
#
Gareth strained against the manacles pinning him to the ground, but to no avail. He looked around the cell. It was small and overcrowded. He counted thirteen, all Mitanni servants recaptured in their failed escape bid. He muttered to himself, “At least we managed to free the Yatzi, and most of the Mitanni are safe.”
Hickory switched to her SIM. We’re not done with yet, junior. Kabutai is hooked. He wants to learn the secrets of the Sword, so we’re safe—for a while. Use your SIM, this place is probably bugged, and I don’t want our friends here more worried than they are already. She understood the reason they still had their comms implants was the Bikashi knew of only one way to extract them which would result in their deaths. At the moment, they were more valuable alive.
So, was it some kind of magic trick, Cap? I’d be very impressed if you said yes.
Was the Teacher a magician, Gareth? He always had a rational explanation for what seemed like magic, didn’t he? No, the Sword is still in the capsule, shielded from the eyes of Jolphyr and the Warlord for the moment, although that may not last long. You remember how the capsule pulsated with light? You would have recognized that as a result of atoms or molecules becoming excited, but I discovered there was more to the sparks’ behavior. When I used my empathic power to detect any sentience within the capsule, I found nothing mortal, but I did sense intelligence and I was able to communicate with it.
Gareth’s mouth fell open.
He blurted out, “Was it the Teacher?”
Hickory didn’t answer immediately. It had been a bittersweet moment. Initially, she’d felt sad then liberated, because her travail had come to an end and she didn’t have to wonder anymore, didn’t have to hold the candle until he came home to her.
Then, she’d found a part of the Teacher still remained.
For a moment, I did think the Teacher had spoken to me, and in a way he had. At Gareth’s look of horror, she smiled. Let me go back a bit. There was no physical presence—that’s gone forever. No, it was something much more ephemeral. Call it his ghost or his spirit if you want, although that doesn’t quite describe what I sensed. She paused, searching for the words to explain her experience. It was as though the central part of his existence had been distilled down to its essence after his mortal coil had been stripped away and was now present in the sparks.
The sparks spoke to you? Gareth couldn’t hide his disbelief.
Hickory sighed heavily. For heaven’s sake, Gareth. Stop being so literal. My empathic senses, coupled with my SIM, translated the sparks’ activity to something I could understand. I suppose you could say they spoke to my mind, yes. I sensed the sparks’ behavior had a distinctive pattern to it. At the first sign of danger, they formed into nanocrystals and began to vibrate intensely. Each cell reflected different wavelengths, such as yellow, orange or red, to match the walls of the capsule. This hid the Sword from the view of any potential attacker, much like a chameleon’s camouflage. When I opened the capsule and caused it to fall, the sparks activated their defensive pattern.
Gareth laughed with relief. Science was something he understood, parapsychology not so much. So, it’s still in the box, but if the sparks sense the danger is past, they will revert to their normal pattern. How long do you think we have before it’s discovered?
Not long. A few hours at most.
Gareth shook his manacles. I don’t suppose you’ve another magic trick up your sleeve to get us out of these.
Hickory smiled and reverted to normal speech. “A good magician is always prepared, junior.” There was much more to learn about the sparks, she thought. It was strange, but in a way, she felt the Teacher was protecting the Sword.
#
The sounds of distant battle reached the cell, the blast of laser rifles and shock pistols heard above the shouts of Bikashi soldiers and the commands of security forces to clear the area.
A pungent trail of smoke wafted down the corridor into the cell.
Hickory coughed as it caught her throat and her eyes began to sting. “Gas. Everybody cover your faces.” The Mitanni followed her example, wrapping their cloaks around their heads.
Anyar, do you hear me? Tell me what’s happening.
<<We are unable to move, Hic-o-ray. They have us trapped. The security forces are using automatic weapons to force us down the travelator. The Bikashi soldiers wait below. Many are already dead or wounded. We will hold out as long as we can, but I fear all will soon be destroyed.>>
You must surrender, Anyar. Save as many of your Yatzi as you can. Your task is finished, and you have done well, my friend.
<<Yatzi will never submit to the Bikashi. We will never be their slaves again.>>
Renewed bursts of gunfire thundered along the corridor. Hickory risked a peep from under her cloak. The gas had dispersed, at least for now.
No, Anyar. Gareth has taken most of the Mitanni out of the city. Please give yourselves up. I will return for you, I promise. You must not die needlessly.
Anyar gurgled. <<Hic-o-ray, you know I can never abandon my people to slavery. Goodbye, my human friend.>>
Hickory buried her face in her hands as tears streamed down her face, not all from the effect of the gas.
Gareth held her shoulder awkwardly. “Cap, Anyar is she…?”
“The Bikashi want them taken, alive. Anyar and her people are being squeezed between two arms of the enemy as they push toward them. All they have are a few weapons retrieved from their dead enemies, not enough to make a difference. Anyar says the Yatzi will not allow themselves to be recaptured. Gareth, I’m afraid. I don’t think she will survive.”
#
Around midnight, a massive explosion shook the building, followed by a second. The crack of continuous weapon fire split the air.
“What’s going on?” said Gareth, trying to calm the Mitanni. “Those first two blasts sounded like rockets. The Bikashi wouldn’t fire those in the citadel, not if they wanted to take the Yatzi alive.”
Hickory concentrated on picking up any signals from the Yatzis. “As far as I can make out, the Bikashi have fired on their own people.” She raised her eyebrows at Gareth. Finally, she located Anyar.
<<You were right, you were right, Hic-o-ray. Sikona has been true.>>
It took a while for the Yatzi to calm down enough for Hickory to get a sensible picture of what had transpired. “Sikona arrived in one of the troop carriers from the Czirpitz,” she told Gareth. “He fired two rockets into the jet hangar and then landed a dozen armed resistance soldiers behind the Bikashi troops. They strafed the security forces with cannon fire and airlifted Anyar and what remains of her people to Sikona’s ship. They’re on their way out now.”
Gareth rattled the bars of the prison and shouted, “Way to go, Sikona! I never doubted you for a second,” He glanced sheepishly at Hickory. “Well, maybe for a second or two. I wish I could get out of here and help.”
Anyar contacted Hickory. <<I am sitting next to Sikona. He says to tell you he and his sister could not stand by and watch my Yatzi perish. Sabrina should be with you in a few minutes. We must leave this place, now, but he will return soon, he says. He asks whether you have the Sword yet?>>




CHAPTER 23

Freedom

Hickory heard the concubine approach. Every few steps, Sabrina would pause and listen for anyone who might be following her. She was afraid and out of breath. This is so foreign to her.
She must be terrified. It’s a massive risk for her merely being here.
“Mistress, over here,” Hickory called.
The Bikashi female stopped and cocked her head. “Hickory, is that you?” She tip-toed over to the cell grill and looked inside.
Hickory smiled as she approached, then her forehead creased with worry. Sabrina’s face was puffed with one eye almost shut. “Sabrina, what are you doing here? This is no place for a lady.”
The concubine shuffled over to the cell door and gripped the bars. “Then it is no place for you either, my dear one.”
“What happened to you?” Hickory stroked her cheek with the back of her hand.
Sabrina shook her head. “It is nothing. After Sikona rescued Anyar and her Yatzis, I foolishly decided to pick up a few things I’d left behind before coming here to you. Forgive my naivete, Hickory. Kabutai discovered me and punished me for having the temerity to defend my human friends. He has been eavesdropping on our conversations. My Lord has decided he has no further use for my services.”
Do the Bikashi shed tears? wondered Hickory. She couldn’t see any sign of emotion on the face of Sabrina, but she sensed her deep distress. How does she release her pain? I have a lot more to learn about these people.
“He sent me away. He told me to return to my parents’ farm in the west until he finds the time to deal with me. He intends for me to die there, hidden from other’s eyes. But I will not. I was trying to find you, and I lost my way. So, I returned to the hangar hoping to meet Sikona there. When I heard some Bikashi speak of you. I convinced them to tell me where you were. So here I am.” She rocked the gate back and forth. “How do I release you from this prison?”
For a second, Hickory thought the Bikashi was so upset she would wrench the door off its hinges, but the metal proved the stronger.
“Sabrina, Jess will be on her way to the city soon. I want you to return once more to the hangar and explain to her how to find us. Oh, and tell her to bring guns.”
#
Hickory, I’m on approach to the city. ETA is fifteen minutes. Hope the hangar doors are still navigable after Sikona’s little sortie.
Great to hear from you, Jess. Hickory signaled to Gareth to switch on his SIM. Sabrina said you should be fine to land. She’ll be waiting for you. What’s the latest on the Mitanni?
A bit of bad news there, I’m afraid. Jesque, the servant-master decided not to come with us after all. Aslexis saw him carrying a laser pistol into his room. We tried to speak with him but the door was locked. Otherwise, all are safe and accounted for except for the thirteen with you.
What about Vaques? messaged Gareth.
He’s here, keeping his head down, but he hasn’t gone unnoticed. There’s someone here who’d like to say hello to you.
<<Hic-o-ray! I am flying again.>>
Anyar, what are you doing? I thought Sikona took you and your people home to the fern forest. Hickory’s chest tightened. Mentally, she’d crossed Anyar off her list of things and people to worry about. The Yatzi had done more than their share. She didn’t want Anyar placed in any further danger. She sensed the Yatzi’s confusion.
<<You do not want me with you? Am I not your friend?>>
Jess cut into the conversation. Look I don’t know what you said to Anyar, although I can guess from her expression. Sikona took all the Yatzi people home and Anyar spoke at length with Ogrid to ensure the rescued captives were cared for until she returns. But Anyar refused to stay while you were in danger. Sikona didn’t have much choice except to take her with him to the Czirpitz. If I hadn’t offered to bring her with me to pick you up, I’m sure she would have tried to pilot a plane herself. She’s a pretty determined girl. We’ve agreed she will wait here in the ship until I return with you and the others.
Hickory felt a lump in her throat. Anyar.
Thank you for coming. Please take care. I will see you soon.
#
“Any trouble?” Hickory asked Jess as her shackles clattered to the ground.
“I avoided most of it, thanks to Sabrina. None of the guards were keen to query why she was meeting a Lakedweller in the spaceship hangar. I asked her to wait on board with Anyar until we got back. She made a very sorry picture. I have to say I never thought I’d feel sorry for a Bikashi.” Jess helped Gareth to his feet. “How’s the leg, boyo?” she asked.
Gareth held on to her shoulder and hobbled to the door. “Jolphyr’s man cut me deep, mother. But I can manage.” He exhaled a long breath.
“You’ll be right when you get back on board the Czirpitz.” She pursed her lips together then stooped to help release the Mitanni. “Right, everyone, let’s get moving.”
Hickory ushered the humans forward. “If I don’t meet you in the hanger in half an hour, you’re to fly out of here.”
“Hickory—”
“Jess, there’s no point. If I’m not there, I’m dead.”
“Why don’t you leave it, the Sword I mean. We’ve got the Lakedwellers out, isn’t that enough?”
Hickory smiled. “You know I can’t do that. I can’t leave it in the hands of the Warlord, and I have a strong premonition I’ll need it if I ever get back home.”
Gareth limped over, sweat covering his face. “Then I’m coming with you.”
Jess’s face was like thunder. “You? What help would you be? Look at you, you can hardly walk. And what would Jenny say? She’d never forgive me. No, you’re coming with me, boyo.” She gripped his arm.
Hickory waited until they’d gone out of sight, then headed to the Science Block.
Keep in touch, messaged Jess.
#
Hickory pushed her back against the wall, using her empathic sense to warn when anyone approached. She avoided being seen by melting into doorways and dodging along alternative corridors. This place is like a maze, an anthill. With very big ants. She gripped the sword Jess had given her. It had a nice feel and fitted well in her hand, but she hoped she’d never have to use it.
When she arrived at the Science Block, factory workers were entering and leaving. She checked the time on her SIM. Jess should almost be at the spaceport. Ten minutes, fifteen at the outside. She crouched down as a delivery vehicle pulled up outside the doors. The driver heaved a sack over his shoulder and jogged past the door security detail.
Hickory scurried over to the rear of the truck, grabbed hold of a sack, and pulled it onto her shoulder. She hid her head behind it as she passed by the guards.
Two Bikashi were working in the lab, scientists busily examining a computer readout at the far end of the room. Hickory looked around for the casket. She pushed with her empathic power and located the energy particles’ signature. Through that door.
The door slid open and she crept inside. A harsh cackle greeted her. Jolphyr!
He shook his head. “That was a clever trick, Earth-woman. But your magic has been revealed.” He stood back, making a grand gesture with his right hand. “I assume you have come for the Sword? I hoped you would.”
Hickory screwed up her eyes. Why would he hope that?
Jolphyr brought his other hand from behind his back and pulled off a glove. “You see what your precious sword has done?” His hand was scorched black with cracks of red peeping through the crust.
“You tried to wield the Sword but could not hold it because of the pain.” The Sword didn’t do this. The energy particles did their job of protecting the Sword.
He replaced his glove and grimaced. “You will tell me what I did wrong. You must assist me.”
“Or what, Jolphyr? Stand aside. I don’t have time for any of this.” She strode toward the casket. The Sword of Connat lay there, surrounded by swirling energy particles. She drew upon her empathic power and calmed them, settling them in one corner of the pod.




CHAPTER 24

Warlord

Jolphyr’s pupils grew to twice their usual size, and spit flew from the slit that was his mouth. His blaster shook in his good hand. “I must have the Sword.” He fired but Hickory turned to one side, and the laser beam flew past her arm. She continued her momentum and landed on hands and feet behind the casket.
Jolphyr fired again, and the blast went over Hickory’s head. “Why did you come to Auriga, Hickory Lace? Did you think to find your dead lover?” He laughed. “Yes, Sikona told me how besotted you are with this Kar-Sèr-Sephiryth. You, a precious Earthling together with a filthy naur from Prosperine. I find it hard to comprehend. What do your comrades say—are they not embarrassed for you?”
Hickory knew she should ignore him, but she was stung, nevertheless. She had to disarm the Bikashi if she was to get to the Sword. “You are not fit to speak his name,” she fired back.
Such taunts from the Bikashi would have caused her to doubt herself if she’d heard them a week ago, and she knew this was precisely what he wanted, but he was too late. She’d already looked deep within herself and found the truth. Kar had been a friend who showed her what was possible in her life. He’d led by example. It was time for her to do the same. I may not achieve everything I set my mind to in this world. But, the least I can do is make a difference, and when all is said and done, that’s all anyone can do, all Kar would ever expect of me. “Jolphyr, I don’t want to hurt you. Put down your gun and I will leave you in peace.”
His cackle was madness. “You really think I would let you go? The Sword is mine.” He fired twice in quick succession. The bolts went either side of the pod.
The S.F. knife flew from her hand straight and true and struck the Bikashi high on his chest. He staggered backward and dropped the gun then plucked the blade free and stared at the blood spreading across his tunic.
Hickory knew the wound wouldn’t stop Jolphyr for long. She vaulted over the pod and threw herself at him.
They grasped each other in a bear hug and fell to the floor, rolling over and over.
#
Neither saw the Warlord until it was too late. Kabutai strode toward the pod, reached in and grasped the Sword of Connat. He lifted it high and admired the gleaming weapon. “This is a weapon worthy of a Warlord.”
Jolphyr stood, paralyzed by the unexpected presence of his master.
Hickory rolled away from the Directorate. The Warlord has the Sword. She sagged against the pod and hauled herself to her feet. A feeling of dread overtook her. I have failed. There’s no way I can win the Sword back now. All her planning, the trust placed in her by Sikona, Sabrina, Anyar, her hopes of a better Earth, all the lives that had been lost… and all for nothing.
Jolphyr broke free from his trance. “Lord, see what the Earthling she-devil has done to me.” He held his scorched hand against the flow of blood on his shoulder. “I was about to alert you the sword had reappeared when this one attacked me. Luckily, you arrived—”
“Save your whining, Directorate. It does not become a Bikashi and dishonors you.” He turned the Sword back and forth. “The edge is so keen. It would slice through iron.”
Hickory had never seen a Bikashi in such mortal terror as Jolphyr. His plans, too, had come to naught.
She felt a tingling in her hands and glanced down. The energy sparks had left the pod and now crawled halfway up her arm.
Hickory, where are you? Jess broke through Hickory’s astonishment, bringing her back to reality. The sparks had disappeared.
In a helluva mess. The Warlord has the Sword of Connat, and I’m being attacked by a swarm of energy sparks. At least I think that’s what’s happening, although it’s a strange sort of offensive that makes me feel so good.
Are you all right, Hick? You sound, I don’t know, strange.
No, I don’t think I am all right, Jess. The sparks, they’re more than protection for the Sword. I swear I can hear them speaking to me.
Jess didn’t respond straight away. She must think I’ve lost my marbles. Hickory thought Jess would definitely believe she’d lost her mind if she told her the sparks spoke in the voice of the Teacher.
All right, I have your location, but I can’t bust in there with my jet. You need to come to me. I’ll create a distraction.
#
Hickory couldn’t see the point of escape. He had the Sword. She had to leave, but she couldn’t go without it. I can see the weapon working on him, teaching him already, linking to his strengths, marking his weaknesses.
The blast of a distant explosion caused the room to tremble.
The Warlord’s eyes gleamed. “Jolphyr, find out what is happening and report back to me. Immediately!” The Warlord took his eyes from the Sword for a second and glared at his Directorate.
Jolphyr left the room at a run.
“So, Hickory Lace. Have you ever held the Sword? What a marvel it is. I can feel strength flow into me.” He swished it through the air.
Well, I have to try to dissuade him. Why else am I here? “This Sword changes people, but not always in the way you’d expect, Kabutai. Your new-found strength is the first and least of these. Soon you will want to acquire knowledge and understanding of how the Sword works. But the Sword of Connat was made for a different race of people. With other kinds, whether human or Bikashi, it strives to fulfill its purpose, but ultimately it will fail in this impossible task.
“In essence, the Sword of Connat is a sophisticated machine, a machine with an immutable goal. It will persist, even though its subject becomes less and less perfect with the passage of time. And you will change. Vogel became monstrous. He grew bigger, faster, stronger, but in the end, his mind was no longer Bikashi. He forgot about the culture he was born to. He lost honor but was unconcerned. He relied on the Sword, and it let him down. Just as it will do to you.” She backed away from the Bikashi.
She didn’t question where her knowledge of the Sword’s nature came from; she only knew it was a machine constructed for a single purpose. To protect the ancient Segniori from invasion by even more powerful beings. She shuddered to think there were such in the universe. Yes, the Sword was a key to unlocking galactic travel, but it needed to be used in the right combination of locks to be effective. The Ark and the Teacher together provided the mechanism for the Sword to perform its magic.
She realized it was hopeless trying to persuade the Bikashi to give it up. She could tell by the light in his eyes and the un-Bikashi-like smirk touching the corners of his mouth. The Sword held him.
Hickory backed up to the doorway. The Warlord paid her no heed, so intent was he on the marvel of the Sword.
#
Jess. I’m on my way. Can you wait for me? Her heart pounded in her chest as she sprinted along the almost empty corridor.
Civilians had run for cover on hearing the explosion, and Jolphyr had rounded up any Bikashi security he’d come across. She glanced over her shoulder.
Two rifle blasts whistled past her head.
Hurry, said Jess. We’ve got our hands full.
Hickory dashed
around a corner and came face to face with the Science Directorate and two of his guards. He started in surprise, then grunted a laugh. “Auriga is good. I felt sure the Warlord would finish you, but that will be my pleasure. And it will be slow, Earthling.” He nodded his head in glee. “Excruciatingly slow.”
“You always talked too much, Jolphyr.” Sikona emerged from a doorway behind them. He slashed at Jolphyr’s two guards with his sword and sent them sprawling.
The Directorate gasped and clutched his disfigured hand to his chest as Hickory advanced. He struggled to free a knife from his belt, but Hickory knocked it away. “Please,” he began, then straightened and drew himself upright. “You will not see me beg. If you will kill me, if I must die, I will die a Bikashi.”
Sikona moved behind him and put his knife to his throat. “You do not know the meaning of the word. You are a disgrace to your family and to all those you rule over. Hickory, we need to move. I will kill this one, and we can be on our way. Jess can’t hold out forever.”
“Let him go, Sikona. He’s not worth the trouble anymore. Jolphyr’s dreams lie in tatters. His hopes of becoming a great Warlord of the Bikashi people have vanished.”
Sikona’s mouth gaped. “What’s that to me? After what he’s done to my family, to my name? He must die.” He grasped the knife more firmly, intending to slit Jolphyr’s throat.
“Sikona?” Sabrina materialized beside her brother. “Wait.” She placed a hand on his arm. “I have learned many things from the Earth people. They do not look like us, it is true. They are a mixture of good and evil, of different beliefs and cultures, but they have taught me life is too short to be spent in nursing animosity or registering wrongs. Jolphyr did a hateful thing when he murdered our parents.” Her shoulders drooped and her eyes became dull. She shook her shoulders. “But we should not emulate him. We cannot build the foundation of our new Auriga on revenge.”
Hickory smiled. Here was the real future of the Bikashi people.
Jess’s harried voice came through her SIM. Could you guys get a move on? If we don’t leave soon, we won’t be going anywhere.
Sikona swung Jolphyr to face him and pressed his face up against his. “You’re in luck today, controller. My sister has a persuasive tongue.” He cracked Jolphyr’s skull against the wall and he slid to the floor. “Through here,” he said, opening the door leading into the hanger.
Jess’s aircraft was in the middle of the runway facing the spaceship doorway. It was under attack from Bikashi forces located at various points around the perimeter. Their fire was being returned from a swiveling dorsal turret on top of the jet that kept the troops pinned down. Gareth crouched at the door ushering them forward. He grinned as he helped them on board. “That’s Anyar. Makes a helluva gunner, eh?” He closed the door, and Jess took off vertically then applied the forward thrusters. Hickory and Gareth squeezed into the cockpit beside her. “Welcome aboard. Don’t make yourself too comfortable. The Bikashi air force will be after us as soon as they clear the runway.”
Hickory looked back and could see three jets preparing for takeoff.




CHAPTER 25

Escape

Jess took the jet aircraft into the upper atmosphere at top speed. “I’m going to drop Anyar off at the fern forest and then hightail it for the Czirpitz.”
Hickory unbuckled her belt and made her way to the dorsal gun turret. “Anyar, is there room for one more?”
The Yatzi grinned and nodded, bearing the fruit of Jess’s lessons on sign language. She made space on the bench seat beside her, and took Hickory’s hand, placing it on her cheek. <<I am happy to see you safe, my human friend.>>
You’ve had quite an adventure, haven’t you? You would never have imagined what our first meeting would lead to. Hickory projected pride at the Yatzi and watched the pleasure she took from it. You will miss flying, I think.
The Yatzi’s eyebrows drooped. <<I will miss you Hic-o-ray, and Jess, and Gareth. But I will be happy to be with my own kind again, and there is much to do to make ourselves safe from the Bikashi.>>
Hickory nodded. I think you will be safe for a while at least. The Warlord will have other things on his mind.
She worried about that. He had the Sword of Connat. Sure, he’d need to learn how to work it to his advantage, but maybe the Sword would burn him out like Vogel.
Anyar looked at her from the corner of her eyes. <<You seem different today.>>
Hickory didn’t respond right away. How could she explain she truly had changed. She didn’t yet know the extent of it. The energy sparks had swarmed over her hand, traveled up her arm, past her neck, and dissolved through the skin of her face. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation; it had felt like a splash of cool water. And she was imbued with a calmness of soul that had eluded her since the Teacher had gone. She was still Hickory, but without the harsh edge of her woundedness. Gone was the pain of being abandoned by an unloving father; the adolescent struggles to contain the use of her neoteric skills; her need for love and affection dashed by poor choices until she’d met the Teacher…all of these remained, but as lessons learned—no longer as regrets over a life unfulfilled. She knew where she stood now. She was Hickory Lace, Captain in the Alien Corps. That was what she was born to be.




CHAPTER 26

Failure

“So, the mission was a failure.” The Admiral drummed his fingers on the boardroom table. “The Bikashi have the Sword despite your foolish efforts.”
Hickory regarded her adoptive father through new eyes. He tried to hide the concern, the panic he was feeling, but to no avail. “We saved the Lakedwellers and the Yatzi. You may not agree, but I think we did all right.”
“No, no, no!” He slammed his fist down. “The one thing you had to do was get the Sword. Instead you let your altruistic do-good weakness defeat you.” He shook his head, his eyebrows squished together in disbelief. “Do you know—do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
Hickory didn’t feel intimidated by the Admiral’s bluster, and she wasn’t about to admit to being at fault. “I did what I could, but in the end, it wasn’t possible to take the Sword once the Warlord had it in his hand. And I warned you I wouldn’t bring it to you unless you agreed to resettle the Mitanni. Is that why you stopped us?” The Prince of Wales had popped out of hyperspace within half a parsec of the Czirpitz, and the Admiral had demanded their presence on board.
Gareth and Jess waited for Hickory to speak. “There is little doubt Kabutai will attempt to use the Sword to launch an attack on Earth.”
The Admiral’s fingers continued drumming, but Hickory noted his slight tremor. She continued, “How, or when that will be, I don’t know. He needs to master the weapon first. But I do know the Sword is not an enabler of interstellar flight, not for any save the Segniori, so it will be some time yet.”
“That’s something at least,” said the Admiral. “Earth’s ships will be faster. Perhaps we can choose the battlefield.”
Gareth coughed. “You shouldn’t underestimate the power the Sword will bring him, sir, but with their current FTL capability, it will be several months before they reach Earth.”
Hickory nodded. “You’re right on both counts, Gareth. We need to remember the Warlord already has strong leadership skills, and he is ruthless.”
“Surely, the Sword will drive him mad like every other pretender,” said Jess.
Hickory shook her head. “With someone of the caliber of Kabutai, that’s unlikely to help. Our own history is peppered with egocentric tyrants who spread fear and death over our planet. And Kabutai will not die unless he is met and killed in battle. That will be no easy feat, sir.”
The Admiral opened his hand, pleading with her. “Is there nothing you can do to stop him before he wreaks havoc on Earth?”
“I think you know, Admiral, that is no longer my concern. I begged you for help, and you wouldn’t give it. Your association with the politburo is what puts Earth’s liberty most at risk. I don’t like what they are turning my home into, and I intend to do everything in my power to stop them.”
The Admiral gaped at her, lost for words. “Hickory…you must not, you cannot. These people are too powerful, and they will cut you down in a blink. If they suspect—”
Something clicked with Hickory. The Admiral hasn’t reported my refusal to obey orders. There was still hope for him, but he needed to be in no doubt what she intended. “How did you become involved with them? No matter.” She waved his protests away. “My cause is not totally forlorn.” She reached for her backpack. “When I couldn’t get the Sword of Connat, I took this instead. It’s the Ark’s black box. It was with the Sword in the lifepod.” She placed the object on the table. It was a cube, nine inches to each side, and it glowed golden.
The Admiral rose to his feet, placed his fists on the table and stared at the box. “How do you know this is the black box?” A blood vessel throbbed on his temple.
Hickory stood to face him. “I know what this is because I am linked to it.”
The Admiral glanced at Gareth and Jess, who stared back unmoved. He looked back to Hickory. “What do you mean ‘linked to it’?”
Jess intervened. “Hickory, are you feeling all right? You have been acting a little strange since we left Auriga.” She tilted her head to one side as if to see her more clearly.
Hickory smiled. “Quite all right, Jess. In fact, better than all right. You see, I brought back another gift from Auriga.” She held out her hand, and a group of energy sparks danced on her palm. “These also were with the Sword. They are…complicated. Initially, their role was to protect the Sword of Connat from harm, but they seem to have transferred their allegiance to me as soon as the Warlord grasped the Sword. I can feel them. They live peaceably in me, and I can summon them at will. They have intelligence and seem to be waiting. I believe they may be the key to Earth’s future.”




CHAPTER 27

Home

“Aslexis!” Hickory called from the porch of the weather-board cottage. “We need to talk.” The heat and humidity in the northern tip of Carpentaria was stifling at this time of year, and her shirt clung to her. Wonderful. What a sight I must make.
Three months had passed since her meeting with the Admiral. She’d divided her time between settling the Mitanni into Carpentaria and planning the war to come with military intelligence.
The Dur Untash leader raised a hand in greeting. “Hail, Defender. What might I do for you today?”
She held her annoyance in check. “Defender” was the least repulsive of the alternatives presented to her by the tribal leaders when they arrived back on Earth. She’d balked at redeemer, savior, and deliverer as far too God-like. “I’ve asked you often, Aslexis, please call me Hickory, at least when we’re alone.” The two had become close after his father had died on the journey home and he’d accepted the mantle of the Mitanni leadership.
He smiled at her fondly and said, “As you wish, Hickory.”
Hickory restrained a sigh. He was teasing her. Like all his people, Aslexis had grown fitter and healthier in the eight months since their arrival at Princess Charlotte Bay in Far North Queensland. The tropical weather in this part of Australia seemed to agree with them. Hickory’s program to integrate the Mitanni with the local Ayapathu community was starting to pay dividends already, with several marriages in the offing and at least three healthy pregnancies underway.
She took a moment to admire his golden skin and athletic body, his long eyelashes, and Romanesque nose. Those were what had first attracted her to him, but what appealed to her more was his intelligence, inner strength and the kindness he exhibited to his people. Abruptly, she realized she was staring and blushed. For a moment she lost track of what she wanted to speak to him about. “The local community elders have requested a meeting to discuss trade and other issues. There is a general store in the village which stocks good quality clothing, and you have proven skills in catching barramundi and mangrove jack. There may be some synergy there. Also, they have expressed some concerns with your fishing of the river shark. It is a protected species.” She paused and bit her lip, then patted the space next to her on the swing seat.
He settled beside her and placed his hand over hers. “Hickory, what do you really want to talk about. Why are you trembling?”
Her heart fluttered, and she nodded. “I have received a call from the Academy. What we dread most has come to pass. Kabutai has entered the solar system. He will be in Earth orbit within a matter of days.”
Aslexis’s face grew pale. “It was only ever a matter of time. We have been expecting him. What do you wish us to do, Defender?”
This time, Hickory accepted the label as it was intended—an expression of the tribe’s trust in her. “Nothing at present. Go about your business as normal. You’re safe here for the moment. I’ve been called to a meeting with the military strategists at the Academy and must travel to New Rome in a few days. I hope to return soon.”
“I would come with you.”
Hickory squeezed his hand. He returned her smile, a secret exchange filling her heart with joy. Nothing would please her more than to have him by her side on the journey. “Best if you remain here. Your people will need you, especially in the days to come.” She nestled her head against his shoulder, and he tipped her chin upwards and brushed her lips with his. She rose and led him inside the hut.
#
Hickory stood on the balcony outside the Academy conference room watching the rain sweep across the New Rome sky like a warm shower. She closed her eyes and probed using both her SIM and the energy sparks to boost the range of her empathic power. Kabutai was already moving into Earth orbit, positioning his ship somewhere over Europe. She could sense only a single enemy warship. He came alone? She puzzled over this for a moment. The ship was of a type she’d never seen before. Crafted by Kabutai but created through the power of the Sword. Also, it was massive and almost invisible against the inky blackness of space, moving like a living shadow, feeding on the stars along its path.
She probed for weaknesses and found none. Practically impregnable. Then she sought the signature from the ship’s weapons and was overwhelmed. The hull bristled with space cannons. Any enemy coming within range would be pulverized. She tried to penetrate the hull to find a crew member she could silently interrogate, but Kabutai had built a forcefield that repulsed her attempts to infiltrate.              `
She clenched her jaw and strode back to the meeting to report her findings.
#
They dubbed Kabutai’s ship Achilles. The goal for Hickory and the world intelligence community was to find and exploit its weakness. The cream of the world’s intelligence services worked as one, analyzing the information Hickory and other neoterics fed to them. Committees were convened to recommend offensive and defensive tactics, none of which had so far proved effective in any way.
After a frustrating month observing Hickory work within the bureaucracy of the administration, the Admiral set up Hickory, Jess, and Gareth as a special resources group reporting directly to himself.
Sitting behind her desk at the Academy, silence greeted Hickory's latest attempt to penetrate the hull of the Bikashi ship. She brought up a live feed of the approaching Warlord. The Achilles dwarfed the Admiral’s flagship and the dozen or so federation cruisers following it.
She watched a frigate approach too close to the forcefield and flare into incandescence.
Cries of anguish and frustration emanated from the G.A. commanders as their efforts proved fruitless.
She switched her attention to the Jabberwocky which darted to within range and released two ship-to-ship missiles. The Admiral’s despair was palpable as the rockets exploded harmlessly less than halfway to their target.
Hickory was unprepared for the release of energy from the Bikashi cruiser. The sheer magnitude caused her to stagger and clutch at her head. The death of thousands of people on the planet surface was as sudden as a light being extinguished.
#
The hovercar sped along the freeway and set her down at the corner of Wurundjeri Way and Flinders Street. She walked the few hundred yards along the banks of the Yarra to Jess and Mack’s penthouse apartment in the Rialto Tower. Melbourne was busy as usual, its alleys and arcades filled with visitors and young couples still finding the time to enjoy lunch in the fresh air.
It was a different feel from New New York and New Rome, where she’d grown up and spent most of her adult life. Melbourne still had that colonial atmosphere, even though it was now the third largest city on Earth after Mumbai and Shanghai. The skies were blue, the grass green, and the city’s gardeners were out in force tending to trees, shrubs, and flower beds. People here placed more stock in these things since the war.
Jess answered the door holding two-month-old Anyar-Sabrina in her arms. “Here, take her. The roast is burning!” She thrust the baby at Hickory.
“Hello to you, too, Jess,” said Hickory. She pulled away the blanket partly hiding the baby’s face and tickled her chin. She walked through to the lounge room, cooing at the child.
Mack sat in an armchair watching the holovision news with a glass of red by his side. He rose and accepted the baby, placing her into the cot nearby, then returned to hug Hickory. “Hi, Captain. How are your Lakedwellers coming along?”
Hickory noticed the shadows under his eyes. Mack was obviously doing much of the night shift duty. “Really well. I was thinking it’s time for them to submit a request for citizenship.”
“Good idea, provided we still have a planet left to bestow citizenship of. Have you caught up with the latest? After Kabutai flattened Berlin, hundreds of thousands of refugees fled Western Europe making for the Ukraine and Turkey. Now, the Bikashi have moved their attention to London. I don’t see much chance of the Brits stopping them.”
Hickory stared at the screen. The camera held by the news reporter shook, making it hard to make out the details. The Bikashi spaceship, with smoke and steam pouring from a hundred vents, hovered above Big Ben and the Parliament buildings. Energy cannons had recently unloaded on the Tower and London Bridge, and properties alongside the Thames were in flames, billowing black smoke high into the sky.
“Have you heard from the Admiral?” asked Hickory. Mack had been the Agency’s Cultural Ambassador to Prosperine for three years and was completing a recovery program to return his respiratory system to Earth-normal.
“He’s still aboard the Jabberwocky, taking a hammering. You know his guns aren’t making a dent on Kabutai’s battlecruiser. Their defense field seems to be impenetrable.”
Hickory felt a brief rush as the energy sparks released dopamine to her brain. She’d experienced this a few times since returning to Earth and had come to recognize it as a call for her to do something, to take some kind of action, but despite how hard she thought about it, she never understood what that something was. It was frustrating because intuitively she felt it was important.
“What about Merrik, what does our new Minister for War and President-elect have to say?”
“Very little except platitudes. Since Paris fell, she’s been isolated in her office, seeing no one except a few of her closest advisers. The presidential press office releases a video of her every day, saying the same stuff about how the planet needs to stand firm in the face of the aggressor, that Earth will never, ever give up. Real ‘we will fight on the beaches’ stuff. But never a word about how she intends to defeat the Warlord.”
Hickory sighed. Previously head of the politburo, Merrik had used the emergency to take over the Presidency. She’d announced Dwighberg was suffering a severe illness that prevented him from carrying out his Presidential duties. She’d forced a vote through the Parliament to give her wide-ranging executive powers until the emergency was over. The current crisis had overshadowed Merrik’s heavy-handed approach to human rights, and she’d been able to claim it as a necessary response to the alien invasion.
Mack was still speaking. “The Admiral reckons London will fall within the week. God knows who will be next. What’s Kabutai’s objective, do you think?”
Jess kneed open the kitchen door, bearing a platter of roast lamb. “Pretty obvious, honey. Total annihilation.” She placed the meat beside the vegetables and pulled off her mittens. “Take a seat, Hick. Red?” She poured two glasses and topped off Mack’s.
Hickory sipped the Cabernet Sauvignon. “Nice. I’m not sure it’s so straightforward, Jess. Sabrina said the Warlord has long coveted Earth’s biosphere. He’s a terraphile which explains all those old videos he had. Ultimately, he wants this planet for his own.”
“So why is he destroying the place if he’s so in love with it?” said Mack.
“Two reasons I can think of. Firstly, he aims to break the will of the people. When he settles, he doesn’t want any resistance. Second, he needs to reduce the human population to a level where the Bikashi will have a self-perpetuating source of slaves, but once again not enough to pose any threat.”
Jess’s fork hovered midway to her mouth. She half-turned to where her baby slept. “He wants to turn us into Lakedwellers.”
“Essentially, yes. I believe so. Earth’s population is still recovering from the last war, so he already has a head start. If Australia wasn’t so distant from the center of government, Melbourne would be a priority target simply because of its size. But he’ll get around to it soon enough. Small communities like Charlotte’s Bay will be preserved as a source of slaves.”
“Jeezus, Hick, where do you get this stuff?” Jess slapped her knife and fork on the table.
She shrugged. “I just know.” They continued eating their meal in silence.
Over coffee, the conversation turned to the futile efforts of the military to so far come up with a solution to slow Kabutai’s progress.
“I hope Gareth has better luck,” said Jess. “I wish I could be with him, but the baby…”
Hickory nodded in understanding. “Anyar-Sabrina needs you here now. You’ll be at the pointy end when the chips are down, Jess. I spoke to him last night. He and his team of researchers have been working twenty-four seven on something called antimatter strangelets. I’m flying to Hawaii tomorrow to meet with him. He’s asked to see the Black Box.”
#
Next morning, Jess and her family farewelled Hickory at Tullamarine. Jess asked her how long it would be before Kabutai turned his attention to the Antipodes.
“Not long. It’s best you make preparations to leave the city as soon as you can. People in the street are already nervous. I can see it in their faces. When it does happen, there will be widespread panic. You want to be long gone by then.” She hugged them all and said, “Sorry to be such a harbinger of doom. If I didn’t love you so much, I wouldn’t have said anything. Keep in touch with your SIM, Jess.” She watched the car glide onto the exit ramp and raised her hand goodbye.
Hickory checked the information board at the check-in. All flights to Western Europe had been canceled until further notice; sporadic flights were still being scheduled to Moscow and Leningrad, and Asian destinations had been scaled back. Her jet to Hawaii was delayed for two hours.
People crowded departure desks, desperate to find transport to the off-world space stations and thence to far-flung Earth colonies. Other passengers huddled around holoscreens, watching the latest broadcasts from London and updates on the other European cities. She went into the lounge and poured herself a coffee, then sat in a chair with a view of the runway.
She wondered how Anyar, Sikona, and Sabrina were getting along. She hadn’t seen or heard of the Yatzi since she left Auriga almost a year ago, and it had been eight months since she’d farewelled the siblings. The revolt against Kabutai must have failed, she reasoned, otherwise he wouldn’t now be attacking Earth. I hope they survived. I could do with their help right now. Sabrina, in particular, had valuable insight into the Warlord’s strengths and weaknesses. If she was going to overcome him while he wielded the Sword, Hickory would need some sort of edge.
The pain hit her like an out of control truck, jangling every nerve in her body. She fell to the floor, and her legs jerked as though in epilepsy. People surrounded her, and a physician pushed his way through the crowd and knelt to examine her. Her eyes turned up in her head, and saliva drooled from her mouth. After a few minutes, her mind began to reassert control, and she became aware of the energy sparks coursing through her cortex as they worked to minimize the damage from the attack.
She drew in a deep breath and sat upright, perspiration covering her face. She grasped the emerald crucifix dangling from her neck and climbed to her feet. “I’m fine now,” she said, thanking the doctor and onlookers for their help. “Feeling a little embarrassed, but I’ll be okay after I wash up. I’m fine, really.” She protested when someone tried to insist they call an ambulance and escaped into the washroom.
In the shower, she let cold water run over her while she sought to identify the source of the onslaught. There had been a massive release of emotional energy, but it had stopped as quickly as it began. She sensed residual fear and tracked it to its source. She pressed her lips together. Merrik.




CHAPTER 28

Mind Jousting

Gareth met her outside the baggage pick up at Honolulu and wasted no time in whisking her off to the Physics and Astronomy building at the University of Hawaii. “I’ve been working with the research team on the Gamma Magnetic Spectrometer, trying to find solutions to the Segniori energy equations we brought home from the Ark. We’re using GMS-02, the international orbiting research station to study high energy cosmic rays to answer fundamental questions about the Universe—”
“Gareth, you know particle physics isn’t my strong point. Have you made any practical progress to help defeat the Warlord?”
Gareth blinked at her. “You know, you sounded just like Jenny for a second. Yes, we have made some progress. The guys have detected small traces of antimatter Strangelets in the vicinity of Kabutai’s battlecruiser. Their presence can only be explained by exotic activity around the Sword of Connat. Now, what I’m hoping is—”
“So, how is Jenny?”
“Uh, she’s fine, at home looking after number-two daughter. The thing is, we might be able to use the output from our research to get to the heart of the Ark’s black box. Is it in the case?” He glanced at the aluminum container on her knees.
Hickory smiled. It was weird to think of Gareth as the father of two girls. It wouldn’t be long before they had him wrapped around their little fingers and the priorities of his life would change. Right now, though, he was still the same boy-genius with an answer for everything. “Yep, right here.” She tapped the container.
When they reached the lab, Hickory unlocked the case and placed the box on the workbench. Other than the metallic gold sheen, the heavy nine-inch cube was featureless. She felt the energy particles flow through her bloodstream.
Gareth let out a long breath. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
#
Cortherien had arranged for his private jet to take Hickory from Hawaii to New Rome.
She found herself with a few hours to spare before the meeting with him and the Admiral and decided on an impromptu visit to her grandmother. She arrived at Via Domenichino and halted, stunned by what she saw. The top floor of the apartment block where Maria Lucerne lived had vanished.
Hickory raced to the entrance and ripped away the crime scene tape blocking her way. She threw open the door and took the stairs two at a time until she reached the middle-level apartment.
The door was ajar.
She pushed it open and stepped into the lounge. Daylight shone through a massive hole in the ceiling and rubble covered the polished wooden floor. She looked around the kitchen and then went into her grandmother’s bedroom. The apartment had been ransacked. There was nothing left of Maria’s valuable artwork or jewelry, and no sign of her grandmother.
She threw aside furniture and rocks, dreading what she might find, then sank to the ground, her back against a wall with tears streaming down her face. In her confusion, she thought the Warlord had somehow singled out her grandmother, and in an act of revenge, bombed her apartment. She realized how ridiculous it was. Kabutai has left New Rome alone for now. He’s never been here, and anyway, he has much bigger things on his plate—like subjugating the entire human species. Someone else is responsible for this.
Amid her sorrow, she felt the sparks moving, attempting to calm her, bring her mind back to an unemotional state. No! She pushed against them. I am human. It is my right to feel sorrow, to grieve. The sparks retreated, and gloom descended.
#
One elderly police officer lounged in a chair with his feet on a desk reading his virtual newspaper. He seemed surprised to see Hickory standing at the counter and sauntered over.
“What can I do for you miss?”
Hickory looked around the small room. “Here on your own?”
He gave her a rueful smile. “Afraid so. If you’re looking to report a crime, you need to get in touch with the City Patrol. The nearest public video box is in Via Livorno.” He gestured in the general direction of the door. “They look after most of the policing these days. But if you want someone to talk to the kids about road safety, I’m your man.” He grinned broadly.
“I’m looking for information. There’s been some sort of incident on Via Domenichino.”
The smile left his face and he turned away. “I’m sorry, miss, I can’t help you. That’s City Patrol business. You need to speak to them.”
“My grandmother lives there, and I can’t find her. Her name is Maria Lucerne. Please, tell me what happened.” Intuitively, she knew he was being evasive. She used her empathic power to get the answers she needed. “She’s dead, isn’t she?” She saw the confirmation in his eyes.
He leaned over the counter, looked to one side and back, then whispered. “Look, I’m sorry for your loss, but if the black shirts think I’m stepping on their toes, I’m history. I can tell you, there was a disturbance, a protest march that got out of hand. Maria Lucerne was spotted on surveillance linking arms with some known agitators. When the black shirts went to the building to arrest them, she resisted.”
“So, they killed her.”
“Look, you didn’t get it from me, all right?” he called after her as she turned on her heels and headed for the door.
#
Cortherien drew the smoke from his Sobranie into his lungs with evident satisfaction. “No point in my giving up now. I’m far too old, even if this Warlord person goes away.” He leaned back in his armchair and studied Hickory. “Something has changed with you, Hickory. You look different.”
“I think escaping from the tropics for a few days is what does it.” Hickory and the old man had never been friends, although, she admitted to herself, that’s probably more down to me than him. She would never have imagined him as a confidant, but that’s what had transpired. He’d been keeping her across developments since she and the Mitanni had arrived on Earth.
“Hmm…funny, I had a feeling you wanted to get back there as soon as you can.” He raised one eyebrow.
A pink blush rose above her collar, but she kept her lips firmly closed. Business is one thing, personal matters quite another.
The Prefect sighed. “How are Aslexis and his people anyway? They’re far better off in the Australian bush than here. This city has become a madhouse. People see aliens and alien sympathizers on every street corner.” He waved the smoke from his face.
Hickory couldn’t prevent the bite in her voice. “What has the politburo done about it? Aren’t they the ones supposed to keep the people safe?”
“Merrik has become even more dictatorial since she assumed the presidency. Her police are everywhere. Honest citizens are having their assets confiscated and put in jail without trial. It’s a disgrace, but Merrik claims it’s necessary in current climes.” He dragged on his Sobranie and glanced at the antique clock on the wall. “Time to call the Admiral.” He dialed up the holoscreen.
The transmission from the Jabberwocky was fuzzy and at times pixilated, and the Admiral’s voice was intermittent. He turned and spoke to someone out of vision, and the picture improved.
“That’s the best we’ll get, hope you’re receiving okay, Prefect?”
“We hear you, Admiral. How is the battle going? We’re all praying for you down here—”
Hickory interrupted. “Admiral what can you tell us about the President-elect, is she alive?”
The Admiral looked startled. “What makes you ask a question like that, Captain?”
Cortherien stared at her, bewildered.
Hickory’s face clouded with anger. “Admiral, there’s no time to play games. You need to put your cards on the table; otherwise, I walk out of here now. If we’re all going to die, I’ve better ways to spend my last few days than sitting around here talking. In the last twenty-four hours, Angela Merrik attempted to subdue Kabutai, and she failed. Tell me what happened.”
The Admiral folded his arms and stared at her for a moment then stretched straight and swept his hair back from his forehead. “Okay. I don’t know how you could know, but you’re right. Angela Merrik is an empath of considerable power. She engaged the Warlord in some kind of mental joust but was overcome. She’s suffering from minor cerebral damage, but she’s survived and asks to meet with you.”
“Why does she want to talk to me?” Hickory felt it quite possible Merrik was responsible for the death of her grandmother. She may not have pulled the trigger, but her orders could have led to it. As far as Hickory was concerned, that put Merrik on a par with the Warlord in terms of their propensity for evil.
The Admiral’s eye twitched out of control. “The Bikashi have issued an ultimatum. They will wipe out Earth’s population unless we volunteer to do it for them.”
“God preserve us. What does that mean?” The residue from Cortherien’s cigarette lay perfectly formed on the ashtray.
“Exactly what I say. They will indiscriminately kill all but five million men, women, and children unless we agree to manage the process on their behalf.”
“The process of extermination,” said Hickory.
Cortherien looked from one to the other, his face ashen. “What—we become Gods to decide the fate of every person on Earth? We choose who lives and who dies? We can’t do that. It’s a horrific idea.”
The Admiral scratched at a sore on his arm, then balled his hands into fists. “I’d prefer a fight to the finish, but we have a responsibility to those who survive this holocaust. And the president—”
“Why does she want to see me?” Hickory persisted. She knew the answer but wanted to test the Admiral. The mental struggle between Merrik and Kabutai had been ferocious. The waves of pain and hatred they’d generated over control of the Sword was what had immobilized her while she’d waited for her plane in Melbourne. She felt small in the face of such power, then she remembered her grandmother. Strangely, the thought of revenge strengthened her.
“I told her you were the only human to have held the Sword of Connat sèra Hagar. I also told her you had fought two powerful aliens who wielded the Sword and beat them.”
True on the face of it, perhaps, but I also fled from Kabutai without so much as raising my own sword, such is the power of the Warlord.
The Admiral wore a wry grin. “I also told her you were the one person on Earth who might possibly defeat the Warlord, and that you are my daughter.”
#
Hickory took a few quick breaths and strode up the steps leading to the New World Government offices and negotiated the security protocols. The presidential suite was on the third floor, and her presence was recorded as she arrived at each level. Four City Police, armed with automatic weapons, stood guard outside the final doorway. They nodded and stood aside to let Hickory enter.
The large room was decorated with a black and silver motif throughout. Minimalist paintings covered the walls from end to end, and a tempered glass desk with an inlaid chrome pattern sat in front of the windows overlooking the courtyard. Angela Merrik switched off her virtual screen and stood to greet Hickory.
The aura of power exuding from Merrik was daunting despite the president’s tiny figure. But Hickory also sensed flaws, scrapes, burns, and abrasions—all psychic wounds from her recent battle with the Warlord. The Admiral had said she was recovering, but it would be a slow process, and Merrik was unlikely ever again to reach the level of dynamism she’d once exhibited.
Long fair hair tied up in the style of a double Dutch braided topknot, and a cream business suit gave her a professional image. She extended long slender fingers to Hickory. “So, this is the woman who will save mankind.”
Hickory ignored the outstretched hand and waited until it was withdrawn.
Merrik raised an eyebrow, her dark eyes glittering in her pale face, and gestured toward a chaise lounge resting on a plush white carpet. “Here will be more comfortable.”
Merrik sat on a chair opposite Hickory, crossed her legs, and leaned closer to her. “Your father speaks highly of you. I sense you are an empath like myself.”
Hickory felt the attempt to engage her mind and raised her mental barriers. “No, Madam President. I make it a policy never to enter another’s brain. In my view, it’s an invasion of privacy and unnecessary anyway. In face-to-face communication with humans and other advanced species, I use my empathic sense to guide me, never to manipulate.”
“Isn’t that a waste of your gift? Think of what you could achieve if you used your empathic sense to its fullest extent.”
“Perhaps, but I do not seek power, only truth. I believe there’s no point in possessing power if it’s not used wisely and for the good of those weaker than you.”
“Ah, a ‘do-gooder.’ How quaint. But you are young still. You will come ’round to my way of thinking over time.”
“Is that the same way of thinking that kills old ladies who have a different viewpoint to your own?” She felt the anger rise uncontrollably, and let the sparks work to calm her.
Merrik frowned at her, then realization lit her eyes. “Maria Lucerne—you are related to her?”
“We were related. My grandmother died at the hands of your so-called City Patrol.”
“I’m sorry, I was told of the incident but didn’t put the two names together. There was a riot and I issued an order to arrest the perpetrators. Their leaders were hiding in a building on Via Domenichino. Satellite surveyance led us to believe they were building a bomb.
“We took the steps necessary to apprehend the terrorists and protect the public. Unfortunately, Maria Lucerne was in the room below and was killed when the terrorists detonated the bomb.” She leaned closer still. “But however sad this must be for you, and however much I regret the incident, we have a greater matter to deal with. You must not allow your feelings for your grandmother to cloud your thinking.”
Hickory wiped the moisture from her eyes, and stood, glaring at her. According to the local police, her grandmother’s death had been no accident, but was shot while resisting arrest. Despite the sympathetic overture, she didn’t trust Merrik. Something in her mind had been jolted out of place and now no longer fit well with the whole. “How did Kabutai seem to you?”
Merrik’s eyes clouded over. “He was…surprisingly lucid, given his torturous union with the Sword. His mind is still strong. He asked after you. Seemed to believe you and he had unfinished business.”
“The only dealings I will have with him is to watch as he destroys himself. The Sword is not meant for him.”
“Ah, yes, the fabled Segniori. But, are you certain they were the makers of the Sword of Connat? Perhaps they themselves were mere custodians, and the Sword was born in an even earlier time? I would pay you well for any information you can give me concerning the creation of the Sword.”
Hickory felt the subtle empathic suggestion and something else. Merrik’s mind was dark. Why would she be interested in the Segniori? The Warlord perhaps, but not her. She swallowed her bile and pushed away the hatred for the woman. “Tell me about your battle with Kabutai.”
Merrik shrugged. “I will not discuss it. It is a painful memory. Suffice to say the Warlord was too strong for me.”
Hickory stiffened. The vivid mental images present in Merrik’s mind had seeped through to hers and collided with her energy sparks. The sparks became excited and began transmitting those same images to the limbic portion of Hickory’s brain, the part responsible for her enhanced empathic capability.
Merrik’s simplistic conclusion was an attempt to divert her from the truth. The aftermath of the war remained with her. In combat with Kabutai, she had attempted to capture the Warlord’s mind by setting a trap with her own. Instead, she’d been ensnared, and the Warlord now controlled her. “You are in his service.” She stated it flatly, disappointed. Regardless of Merrik’s machinations, her nefarious intent and the murder of her grandmother, she was still the President of Earth. She had attempted to subdue the Warlord, not for any altruistic reason, but for personal gain and because of her own greed. Hickory felt like she would throw up. “What did he promise you?”
Merrik’s head drooped for a moment, then her eyes rose to meet hers. She smiled icily. “You would indeed make a formidable opponent, but no match for Kabutai. The Warlord’s power is too great. He cannot be defeated, but he invites you to join him as I have. You will be my deputy. Together we will govern Earth to his wishes, and he will reward us in ways you cannot imagine. He has shown me a vision of his future kingdom; Earth will become a garden once more. There will be order in all things.”
“You would be the architect who brings to life his dreams of turning Earth into a wasteland where the Bikashi hunt humanity and turn them into slaves of the Empire?”
Both women stood to face each other. Hickory could sense the sparks just below the fifth layer of her skin, prepared to protect her from an attack by the powerful empath.
Merrik dismissed her. “Very well, you may leave. Perhaps you will reconsider my offer when London burns and he turns his mind to New York.”




CHAPTER 29

Particles

Hickory woke with a fright and slammed shut the barriers to her mind. The energy sparks swirled to protect her. Kabutai. Almost immediately, she realized the intrusion was too faint for a direct attack by the Warlord and concentrated on identifying the source. Merrik. The president had attempted to infiltrate her dreams and gain control of her thought processes. She pushed back forcibly and heard an echoing cry of anguish fade into the distance. I guess she fears going back to her master empty-handed.
She showered and dressed, then called Aslexis to make sure he was safe.
“A Bikashi troop carrier flew overhead this morning. They circled for an hour before moving away. The tribe retreated inside the cave. I don’t think they spotted us.”
“They’ll keep searching. They know if they capture you guys, I’m vulnerable.” She told him of her grandmother’s death. “Please be careful. I don’t want to lose you too.”
“Look after yourself, Hickory. Love you.”
She disconnected, then called Gareth on her video chat. “Please tell me you have some good news.”
Gareth laughed. “Good news and bad news, I’m afraid. The good news is we are making progress. The bad news is I need to give you a short refresher in high energy physics, so you’ll understand what’s happened. You know modern particle physics research is focused on studying the behavior and composition of subatomic particles such as electrons, protons, and neutrons. Then, in the twentieth century, scientists discovered protons and neutrons were composed of smaller particles they called quarks. How am I going so far?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“In the lab, particles are fired through accelerators creating collisions to produce elementary particles like photons, neutrinos, and muons, as well as a wide range of exotics like tachyons that travel faster than light. However, the dynamics of particles is also governed by quantum mechanics in that they exhibit wave-particle duality. That is, they display particle-like behavior under certain experimental conditions and wave-like behavior in others. Until the turn of this century, all particles and their observed interactions could be described almost entirely by a quantum field theory called the Standard Model which has sixty-two elementary particles. Quarks can also combine to form composite particles, accounting for the hundreds of other species of particles discovered since the 1960s.”
“Okay, Gareth, where are you going with this?”
“Stick with me, almost there. Almost all the experimental tests conducted to date comply with the Standard Model, but not quite. Particle physicists now believe it is an incomplete description of nature and that a more fundamental theory called the Grand Unified Theory, leading to a Theory of Everything will be discovered soon.” He took a deep breath. “When bombarded by electrons, your black box produced seventy-two previously unknown exotic particles.” The excitement in his voice was unmistakable. He frowned at Hickory, disappointed she didn’t share his enthusiasm. “Come on, can’t you see it? Your energy sparks are not the key to unlocking the box, the box is the controlling engine for the energy sparks.”
Hickory’s mind whirled as she struggled to grasp what Gareth was telling her. “So, if we find out how to activate the Box, we can use it to enhance the functionality of the sparks, which—”
“Will increase their properties by any number of factors outside the bounds of known science.”
#
Gareth had been optimistic about his chances of solving the problem, muttering something about using PORO to help solve billions of complex number equations. They didn’t know what kind of functionality the box-enhanced sparks could usefully present, only that there would be countless options to explore. The energy sparks in her body were almost as excited as Gareth, which seemed a good sign.
She turned on her holovision coverage of the London siege. As usual, the Brits were showing an abundance of courage in the face of insurmountable odds. The population was of one mind; they would fight until the last man. Unfortunately, that time was fast approaching. Westminster Abbey, Parliament House and the London Eye were gone. Nelson’s column in Trafalgar Square stood defiant to the end, but the Royal Family had fled from Buckingham Palace and were transmitting messages of encouragement from Balmoral in Scotland.
She thought of what Merrik had said. New York was next on the agenda for destruction. She needed to see the Admiral.
#
Hickory made her way along the corridor to what had once been the welcome room of the Prince of Wales. Now, it served as an emergency hospital. Scores of injured crew were being treated for burns and shattered bones. She caught sight of the Admiral giving comfort to a man who had lost an arm and realized with a shock he was James Brandt, the Admiral’s second in command. George Sebastian Lace spotted his adopted daughter, patted Brandt’s good arm, and came over.
He looked at her, his eyes grim and rimmed red through lack of sleep. “My quarters are still intact. Let’s talk there.” He led the way, striding past mangled steel, smoke-filled air, and melted glass. Crewmen rushed past in both directions to the sound of strident alarms signaling new hull breaches. Once inside his cabin, he brushed the papers off his desktop and indicated she should sit opposite. “How are things on Earth?” he asked.
She thought for a second he was asking about her grandmother, but no. Her heart sank a little lower. He didn’t know, hadn’t spoken to Maria since her daughter had died. “Unstable,” she said. “I’ve shown the leader of the house your video letter and filled him in on the background to Merrik’s treachery, but of course he doesn’t really believe it. He has, however, issued a category five disaster alert for New New York, and they are proceeding to evacuate the city center. He wouldn’t have done as much without your support, so thanks, but he wants hard evidence before he will act on Merrik.”
“That’s understandable. Merrik’s a very powerful woman and not someone he’d want to cross. Is anybody doing anything down there?” He rubbed his eyes and glared at her.
“The inner senate are in never-ending meetings trying to agree on what to do. Gareth and his team of university researchers are working on the black box conundrum as we speak. I’m hopeful they will come up with something that might help, but regardless, I need to find a way to get on board Kabutai’s battlecruiser before it leaves London.”
“Which, by my estimation, will be two weeks at most. I don’t envy you, Hickory. What do you think you can do that Merrik couldn’t?”
She wondered about that. There was no Teacher to guide her, no Jess or Gareth to stand in battle beside her. It was solely up to her. She would face death and would either prevail over Kabutai and the Sword, or die.
At least, the prospect of death held no fears for her. She found a moment to regret she might never see Sikona, Sabrina, nor Anyar again, but she was satisfied with the knowledge she would die trying to give them—all of them—a new life free from the yoke of the Warlord’s tyranny.
Aslexis gave her pause. She loved the man. It was the first time she’d truly understood what it meant to love and be loved. It made her feel deliciously warm to know she wanted his baby. But if she didn’t survive, he would continue to prosper. He had his work and would find another in time. What she had to do, she did for him and all mankind.
The Admiral interrupted her contemplation. “Do you have any ideas on how you might get on board?”
“I’ve been thinking about it. How long would it take for the Wales to travel from Auriga to Earth?”
“About five days, most of which is the sub-light approach once it reaches the solar system.”
“It’s taken him three months. Even using his old-gen FTL technology, he should have been here weeks ago.”
He shrugged. “He took time to harness the power of the Sword.”
“I don’t think Kabutai would have waited. He’d have done his learning on the battlecruiser.”
The Admiral shook his head. “I don’t see the point.”
“The point is he couldn’t use the Sword of Connat to increase his FTL capacity. Only the Sergioni could do so. But he did find a way to enhance his shield through the power of the Sword. That took time to learn. I figure to keep the field operating at full strength, he needs to link his mind to the Sword, and while he’s doing that, he’s personally vulnerable.”
“You still need to get on board.”
“You’ve thrown everything you can against Kabutai’s ship?”
“Not just The Prince of Wales, every ship in the fleet has had a go, and Earth has fired massive nuclear missiles at him. Everything explodes on contact with his force field, but the blast is always directed away from him.”
“Over time, a normal field would crumple with the sort of barrage he’s been receiving. The Sword of Connat is powerful but not inexhaustible. There has to be a weak spot.”
The Admiral pursed his lips in thought. “We’ve tried every weapon known to man.”
Hickory grinned. The adrenaline rush from the energy sparks almost overpowered her. She felt a need to run, to jump. Instead, she rose to her feet. “What about something unknown to man. Admiral, I want you to authorize me to fly a small emergency life pod into the battlecruiser’s forcefield. I believe the symbiosis between the energy sparks I carry and the Sword will enable me to get through.”
#
“You must be mad!” Jess’s image almost popped out of the viewphone. “You can’t just walk into the Warlord’s lair unarmed; it’ll be suicide.”
Gareth, on the other channel, agreed. “Can’t you wait until we’ve finished analyzing how and why the box operates?  A few weeks, that’s all. Then I’ll come with you. We can do this together.”
“Calm down, guys. First off, we can’t wait any longer. I must stop Kabutai from destroying London and New York. And I’d love to have you by my side, but you wouldn’t survive. The force-field is generated via the Sword and it would identify you as an enemy. You’d be destroyed before you got near the battlecruiser. This is something only I can do.” If I can do it. “The energy sparks should protect me until I get inside.”
Jess rolled her eyes. “How can you be sure the sparks and the Sword won’t join together again?”
Hickory shook her head. “I can’t be sure. They chose to come to me. I believe they’ll stay.”
Gareth rolled his head in a circle to release the tension. “But, even so…I’ve met this guy, remember? Without the Sword, he was too strong for us to handle. There’s no point in you sacrificing your life for nothing.”
Hickory smiled grimly. “I’d rather not, but I need to do this.” She hesitated. Neither Jess nor Gareth liked the thought of her going into battle without them. Jess would complain, but in the end, she’d understand the futility of arguing. Gareth was more stubborn – he’d refuse to leave her side, no matter the personal risk. “How far have you got?” she asked him.
“I’m still working on deciphering the Lorentzian Manifold metrics and the quantum state vectors. Without them, we have absolutely no control over dimensional space-time navigation.”
“Are you saying it will work? We can interact with other, what… dimensions? We just can’t select which ones?”
“Other dimensions, parallel universes, alternate realities.” Gareth rolled his eyes. “Well, yes, I suppose so. It’s untested, and quite possibly, your mind would reject the massive data input, in which case, you’d go mad.” He raised one eyebrow.
“I think I should take it for a test drive.”
Jess’s hand flew to her mouth. “Hickory, it’s far too risky.”
Gareth rubbed his nose and glanced at Jess. “Em, I might be able to create a limited run in a relatively safe sphere of activity. Ah, or… maybe not.” He faltered at Jess’s furious look.
“What does relatively safe mean, boyo? Relative to what?”
Hickory rubbed Jess’s back, touched by her concern. “He means relative to facing up to Kabutai in his own backyard, unprepared.” She smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m not about to do anything silly, but a taste of how this works before I meet the warlord should stand me in good stead.”




CHAPTER 30

Test Drive

Next morning, in the university lab, Hickory wasn’t feeling so confident as Gareth strapped her onto a narrow bed.
“Just want to make sure you don’t accidentally hurt yourself or anyone else during the experiment. I’ll be putting you into a deep sleep to begin with, and I expect you to transition to REM within forty-five minutes to an hour. Then we’ll activate the Black Box. After that, we’re in pathfinder territory.”
“Hickory, are you sure you want to do this?” Jess had circles under her eyes from lack of sleep. She held Hickory’s hand tightly.
Hickory nodded and smiled. She hadn’t slept much last night either. “I won’t be able to defeat Kabutai without help, and no one from the now, our own universe, can get near Achilles. I need to see what’s out there.”
Gareth took a full syringe from a nearby table and held it point up, looking down at her. “We think the onset of the black box interaction with your sparks will propel you into a state of super-consciousness. It’s possible your body will react negatively, especially when you try to persuade figures from other dimensions to come to you. At that point, you’ll be on your own, because only you will experience the enabling symbiosis between the Black Box and your sparks. For us in this space, it’ll seem as though you’re suffering from RBD, REM sleep behavior disorder, although you won’t actually be asleep.”
“But you’ll be able to wake me, pull me out if things get out of hand?”
“We’ll monitor all your vital signs and record the whole episode. We should have a full set of data at the completion of the experiment. If it looks like you’re losing it, I’ll snap the connection pronto.” He grinned weakly. “Good luck. Are you ready?”
#
Hickory yawned. “Get on with it, Gareth.” She opened her eyes, expecting to see the grinning face of her friend, then sat bolt upright. No restraints. Have I come out of it already? She walked to the lab window but could see nothing. Night had fallen. She’d been out longer than she thought, maybe four or five hours. Where was everybody?
The air shimmered in the middle of the room and she saw the faint outline of Gareth and his assistants crouched over an operating table. She called, but no sound came out. God, they must have activated the box. She checked herself over, stretching her arms and legs and testing her neck. Nothing seemed amiss, except she had no voice. She walked to Gareth and his team. They were still as statues, then she saw a slight quiver of Gareth’s eyes. Not quite still, just moving so slowly, she could hardly detect it. Abruptly, Gareth and the others flickered and disappeared.
Whoa! The room was still there, but it was empty and seemed older, dilapidated, not the spartan clean of the laboratory. She took a deep breath. Okay. That’s weird. What do I do now?
Gareth had told her she would know when the box and sparks were fully integrated because the environment would become fluid. When that happened, she should concentrate on bringing something familiar to her, something safe and friendly to hopefully minimize the opportunity for danger.
“We think it’s possible the known Universe which we call ‘the now’ is actually one of an infinite number of universes existing at different points in space-time,” he’d told her. You should assume the laws of nature in the now will not be the same elsewhere. For that reason, try to stay in the present time dimension, don’t visit the past or the future. If you’re successful and our theory is correct, there will be one universe in the present time for every imaginable scenario.”
“How do you mean?” she’d asked.
“For example, in the now you’re in a room in Hawaii University. Everything you see, hear, touch, taste and smell is as it should be. But somewhere there is an alternate universe where one or more of those senses will be different. In fact, with an infinite number of universes, everything you can think of becomes a variable – a variable of the complex equation of life. No two universes can be alike.  And this is where it gets interesting. Our analysis of the box suggests every living thing you’ve ever interacted with in your life has counterparts living in multiple planes of existence in the present.”
Time to test out the theory. She focused her mind on Bonni, seeing her running beside her, “Here girl.”
A red-coated sheepdog glimmered and solidified in front of her. She’d navigated to a spatial dimension where the pup was in this room right now.
“Bonni!”
The kelpie seemed confused at first to see Hickory, where seconds before the room had been empty. It sniffed then trotted over to her. Hickory hugged the dog, her heart overflowing. “Good to see you girl,” she whispered. The Kelpie quivered and disappeared, and Hickory felt unaccountably sad.
I wonder, she thought and drew a deep breath. She brought to mind an image of the Teacher. She felt the sparks swirl excitedly in her body.
A shape coalesced in one corner of the room, but it wasn’t the Teacher.
Ah, the imposter. Long and far have I searched for you, and at last I have you. The harsh voice of the Riv-Amok struck fear into her heart.
“What are you doing here? I didn’t call you.” She stumbled backward.
You called to the Teacher and I knew your voice.
The Riv-Amok was a unique and powerful telepath who had at their first meeting tried to rend her tooth and claw. If the Teacher hadn’t intervened, she would have died as Saurab had died, ripped to shreds and devoured.
Amid her terror, Hickory realized the beast had not only heard her but had traversed other universe boundaries to reach her. The fact startled her until she realized this was simply the manifestation of another variable in the equation of life.
Using its claws on the tips of massive leathery wings and two smaller legs at its rear, the monster dragged itself towards her. It reared up and thrust its open mouth at her, displaying huge canine teeth.
She backed into the wall and screamed. “Gareth!”
#
Hickory yawned and opened her eyes.
Gareth and Jess were looking down at her with concern. Gareth checked the monitors and breathed a sigh of relief. “Welcome back. We were worried for a bit there.”
“What? Have I done it, what happened? I can’t remember anything.”
“That’s a common effect of RBD, but I recorded the electrical signals of the images from your brain, and I can guarantee there was a lot going on. It’s all there for the guys to analyze and they should be able to reconstruct everything that happened to you.”
“Will it help with the real thing?”
Gareth nodded. “I hope so. I think so. At the least, you’ve had a taste of what you can do.”
Jess handed her a glass filled with water. “And hopefully what not to do.”
Hickory smiled grimly. “I need to do this, but there are two things I’d like your help with. I don’t intend to go in totally unarmed. I can’t smuggle a firearm on board; I’m sure the Sword’s defense system wouldn’t allow it. So, I’d like to borrow your sword, Gareth.”
Gareth looked away, and a flush rose up his neck. “What sword’s that, Captain?”
Hickory sat up and sipped her water. “The one you didn’t think I knew about. The one you smuggled aboard before we left Prosperine on our last mission. The one Sabin made for you tempered with crynidium and hardened in fire so it would slice open chain mail. That one.”
“How did—never mind. Of course, you can take it, and I also happen to have some gold inlaid Bikashi chest armor that should just about fit you.” He grinned at her.
Jess laughed. “What’s the second thing you want from us, Captain?”




CHAPTER 31

The Sword of Connat

The fighter’s thrusters fired a five-second burst and then cut off. “Going dark now, Admiral. Wish me luck.” Hickory turned off all systems, and the jet glided straight, slow and silent toward the battlecruiser.
Hope they don’t decide to take me out for target practice. If the plan works, I shouldn’t raise any alarms, the jet will register as non-threatening to the Sword.
The forcefield surrounding the battlecruiser appeared as a sparkling cloud of dust. She estimated it was five miles away, and touched the crucifix at her neck, thinking of Talya, Maria, and her mother. If this doesn’t work, I guess I’ll be joining you girls sooner than I expected. Hickory was surprised the thought didn’t fill her with dread.
The spaceship approached within one mile of the barrier, and the energy sparks inside her grew ever more agitated. Hickory’s skin took on a deep golden glow as the sparks gravitated there. The sense of euphoria was almost overwhelming. Calm down. Must remain conscious. The barrier glistened as she neared the outskirts of the forcefield. She felt the meeting of the Sword and her energy sparks as a joyful reunion of friends thought lost forever.
The bejeweled surface opened like the petals of a tulip in the sun. A dozen silky filaments extruded from the battlecruiser and wrapped themselves around the jet. Hickory sensed delight and wellbeing from her sparks, more—the two energy sources were communicating in a melodic data stream.
She felt the dart being drawn into the forcefield, the entity enveloping her, caressing the ship towards the battlecruiser.
The cargo bay door opened into a massive cavern, and the dart entered. The ship settled, and after a few seconds, normal air pressure resumed, and its canopy slid back.
Hickory jumped to the floor. The Bikashi armor felt a little uncomfortable, but the longsword glittered, feeling secure in her hand. She activated her SIM and attempted to reach Gareth. Reception was fragmented, so she adjusted the amplitude and reached for her empathic ability. The line became clearer. Any word from Jess?
Gareth’s response was immediate. Nothing as yet. Still working on the box.
Hickory sucked in her breath. Batting zero. Making my way forward to the bridge.
#
The corridors were strangely quiet. Only on two occasions did Hickory need to duck back and wait at a junction until a Bikashi crew member passed. She saw no signs of any security details. Either the forcefield protecting the battlecruiser made standard precautions inside this ship of war redundant, or Kabutai was running it with a skeleton crew. Perhaps both. It would be easy for her to locate Kabutai with her empathic sense, but it would alert him to her presence. Instead, she accessed a terminal to find the bridge. She was about to head there when something odd caught her eye. The schematics indicated a large blanked out area on the middle deck of the battlecruiser, between the bridge and engineering. Kabutai’s location! As was his habit, the Warlord preferred to be isolated from his commanders. The Sword will have amplified this character trait.
#
The door to Kabutai’s control center slid open silently at her approach. The Warlord’s back was to her. He sat on an ornate chair looking through the forward viewscreen at the destruction below. Neutrino bombs had minimized the damage to property and maximized human casualties, but inevitably some of London’s famous landmarks had crumpled. The Eye tilted at a crazy angle, half-submerged in the Thames, Tower Bridge had collapsed, and the Houses of Parliament had been flattened, but Big Ben still stood in solitary splendor amid the rubble.
Hickory glanced around the room. Rows of monitors gave Kabutai access to every part of the ship. He may be isolated, but he’s controlling everything.
The Warlord’s ear twitched as Hickory came through the door behind him. He half turned toward her. “Commander, I was just contemplating the dreadful necessity of destroying such magnificent historical buildings. Then again, London is filled with such gems. I am sure it won’t miss a few. And the British people. What a glorious warrior race, sadly now in decline because of the stubbornness of your government.” He leaned forward, pointing. “And yet, even now, you can see them crawling from their burrows, firing their popguns at the sky. Most of their ordinance will fall short, and the Sword will take care of the rest. Still, I can’t help admiring their tenacity.” He laughed, a mocking human-like parody. “Are you an emissary, have you come to beg me to stop?”
Hickory wondered if the Warlord was losing his grip on reality. The Sword changed those who held it, she knew. It had altered Vogel’s physical appearance, adding muscle and sinew to his already strong physique, and turning the Bikashi into a hulking brute. The Warlord would inevitably follow him down that path. His affected manner and use of irony were signs of how much his brain had changed. She said, “There’s one thing I don’t understand. Why did you persist with building such a brutal regime on Auriga if you’re so keen on Earth customs?”
“I envy much about you humans, but sometimes your naivete astounds me. The Bikashi way of life has not changed in a millennium. It is not something one person or a dozen could seek to challenge.” His shoulders heaved with mirth. “Although some thought differently.”
Hickory wondered again about the fate of the resistance on Auriga. Were they delayed in their goal of unseating the Bikashi hierarchy, or perhaps destroyed? No, if Sikona had failed, the Warlord would taunt her with it. She glanced around the command center.
The Bikashi sensed what she was doing. “You seek the Sword?” There was a note of mild surprise in his voice. “You cannot have it; indeed, you could not take it even if I wished it.”
The Warlord rose from his seat and turned to face her.
Hickory’s heart leaped. Kabutai was unrecognizable. Seven foot six inches tall, his skin was metallic blue-green and glistened with perspiration, his cheekbones were hollowed out, and his nose had shrunk. He was bigger but less Bikashi looking, more monstrous than she remembered. A loose-fitting tunic, woven of many colors gaped open at his chest and was gathered at the waist by a golden belt fashioned from entwined serpents.
Hickory couldn’t take her eyes from Kabutai’s chest. Suppurating sores and pustules covered his torso, and the subcutaneous tissue under his skin writhed as though he was infested with maggots. The blade of the Sword was embedded in the flesh while the hilt and handguard remained visible at his esophagus. It was becoming part of him. She took a step back.
The Bikashi uttered a guttural laugh. “I tasked my scientists, led by that fool Jolphyr, with finding out how to harness the Sword’s faster than light capabilities.”
“I told you only the Segniori were able to do that.”
Kabutai glared at her. “Why would I believe you, Earth woman? You would say anything to prevent the Bikashi from gaining an advantage over your planet.” He sighed. “Although, I fear you were correct in your assessment. Jolphyr claimed that by linking the Sword and I electronically, it would allow me to harness its full powers. I should have realized it was one more scheme to dethrone me.” He took a step toward her, then faltered, grimacing with pain. “He will not make a similar mistake again. His head has become a comfortable nest for the vermin in my garden.”
Hickory nodded. Jolphyr had played out his role to the end. “Bikashi scientists are not well known for their patience.” She recalled how Vogel and his scientists had almost brought Gareth to madness by trying to extract information from his memory. “They caused the Sword great confusion, I assume.”
“Perhaps that is so. Instead of linking my mind to it, the Sword reacted by fusing itself to my body. It clung to me like an electromagnetic force. It has proved impossible to remove.”
“It is doing what it was programmed to.” In a way, that was how the Sword activated the Ark when the Teacher took it into space.
The Warlord gripped the edge of his work desk, and his eyes narrowed in pain. “Yes, and although I am feeble and somewhat repulsive to look upon, the sword has given me the means to achieve my goal.”
“You realize eventually, perhaps quite soon now, the Sword will kill you. It is not possible for it to integrate with your Aurigan physiology, but it will keep trying until you are dead.”
“By then, I will have my legacy. The Earth will belong to me and so will begin a new era for the Bikashi Empire.”
Hickory considered trying to plead with the Warlord, but that would achieve nothing. Kabutai’s mind was as firmly in the grip of the Sword as was his body. One thing remained for him now, and that was to conquer humanity.
One thing remained for her: to kill him before he could complete his plans.




CHAPTER 32

Temporal Anomaly

Kabutai sank back into his chair. Breathing heavily, he gripped the armrests. His metamorphosis was almost complete. He and the Sword of Connat would be one, but any semblance of control would disappear. Although his flesh would remain animated, he would be dead, and it would be too late to stop the destruction of Earth. The Sword would continue to broadcast his orders, and the Warlord’s lieutenants would ensure those instructions were carried out to the letter until the last vestiges of Kabutai’s flesh had rotted away.
Gareth’s excited voice came through her SIM. Cap, can you hear me? We’ve done it! The box is in place.
She breathed a sigh of relief. The boy genius had come through. Great Gareth, how do I switch it on?
I’ve made a few refinements after analyzing your test run. I can initiate an ionic transfer from here to your location. Your sparks should home in on the transmission automatically. The combination of your SIM and the mutation in your amygdala should allow you better control over the intensity and direction of whichever function you select.
Sounds good; have you identified any specific universes I should look at?
Sorry, still not a hundred percent sure on that. There are an infinite number of axes in time and space.
Hickory sighed, but there was no point in chastising Gareth. He had done brilliantly to get this far; the rest was up to her. Any word from Jess?
She’s on her way. Should be entering the solar system as we speak.
Okay, activate the transfer.
She signed off, then felt her whole body tingle as sparks covered her skin. Her arms and hands glowed, and she prepared to activate her neoteric sense by recalling her childhood mantra.
Kabutai cackled then coughed violently. “No, you are too late, and you will not stop me. There is someone here you will want you to see.” He waved his hand at the controls, and a door to his sanctum slid open.
Aslexis stood there, his statuesque figure limned in the light from the corridor outside.
Hickory clutched her emerald crucifix, stunned. The sight of him was like a jolt of electricity to her heart. “Aslexis…?” Her mind ran wild. Every relationship she’d ever had with a man had ended in disappointment or betrayal. The thought Aslexis might submit himself to the Warlord was crushing. Aslexis… no, please, not him.
Aslexis stumbled into the room. Hickory saw his hands were tied together and he was tethered like a dog. He jerked against his captor, a furious look on his face. Four security guards followed him into the room.
Waves of relief, joy, and concern for her lover flooded through Hickory.
“Draw your swords, guardsmen, and prepare to slay this one when I tell you.” He coughed and spat blood onto the floor. “Choose now, Hickory Lace. Abandon your mission, join with me, and you and your paramour will live to enjoy the benefits; otherwise, I will slay this one where he stands, and you will be chained in solitary confinement to regret your decision for the rest of your life.”
It wasn’t a choice, thought Hickory. She’d already made her decision before she boarded the battlecruiser. Two people’s happiness, two people’s lives counted as nothing against the greater tragedy.
I am calm and peaceful like the boundless ocean. I am open-hearted and free as the wind. Hickory pushed to one side the gamma-blocks in her cerebellum. She brought to mind the Teacher’s lessons and delved deep until the emotional energy crackled inside her head.
White flashes of power increased in intensity behind her eyes until she thought her mind would burst. At that moment, the sparks made contact with the black box outside the force field. It was as though she stood inside her own mind. She saw the electrical impulses, the billions of neurons, and the trillions of connections all linked by the energy sparks and enhanced by the Ark’s black box.
Under the sparks’ influence, she became aware of thousands of different planes of matter, space, and time. The processing capacity of her brain couldn’t cope with the massive data input, so her SIM compensated by providing her with a less complicated mental image.
She stood on the surface of a planet at the junction of space and time. An array of three-dimension geometric figures rotated at varying speeds in a kaleidoscope of iridescent color in the sky above. Tentatively, she extended her arm and prodded at the face of the simplest shape she could see. The four-sided tetrahedron gave way before her. When she withdrew her virtual probe, it resumed its previous configuration in the heavens.
Kabutai’s last words echoed. “…you will be chained in solitary confinement to regret your decision for the rest of your life.”
Hickory realized time had momentarily been displaced in the region of her personal space. No time had passed. Aslexis still lived surrounded by guards.
The Warlord looked at her round-eyed. “You…what have you done?”
She pushed both her virtual hands into the mass of neuron-spark couplets and watched them form rings about her wrists, fingers, and thumbs.
#
The room faded to a gray, smoke-filled shadowland. The Warlord, Aslexis and six guards stood unmoving in the now, the standard space-time dimension, the place representing home, where all things followed the known laws of nature. But it was an illusion, Hickory now realized. Gareth was right. There’s no such thing as standard space-time; an infinite variety of universes exists, each one in harmony with a ‘normal’ set of laws unique to them.
In the corners of her eyes, Hickory glimpsed ghostly figures passing through the battlecruiser then disappearing, unaware of the existence of alternate selves in different time zones.
Hickory saw them all because of her symbiosis with the golden sparks. She withdrew inside her mind to the junction of space and time and selected a sphere. Here goes nothing. She pushed at one axis of the spherical shape until it became an ellipsoid. Abruptly, the ellipsoid collapsed then reformed into an eight-sided octahedron.
Instantly, Hickory was transported to a unique plane of the universe, part of which was the world she knew, and part a world of dreams and nightmare.
She could still see Kabutai as a monochromatic shadow. His hand grasped the hilt of the Sword, and his lips quivered. He remained fixed in the act of ordering his guards to kill Aslexis. His eyes swiveled toward Hickory. They darkened as he glimpsed his adversary.
He can see me!
A shadow formed in a corner and writhed into life.
Violator! Hickory’s eyes grew wide as the beast paced around the room, mewling. Kabutai had transported the animal into her domain. It seemed confused by the unfamiliar surroundings and swung its head from side to side, seeking anything recognizable.
Kabutai’s voice droned, slowed to one-tenth of normal speed. “Attack.” The beast responded by snarling at the source. It swung a paw at Kabutai but met no resistance. It flung itself at Aslexis and his guards to similar effect. The creature retreated, spitting and hissing until it reached a solid wall. It was frightened, seeking to escape from this strange habitat. It padded toward the only other being in the room, its claws extended, and saliva flecking from its giant maw.
Hickory had seconds to act. Kabutai had snatched the violator from the now and dragged it into this universe. The beast was flesh and blood and unconstrained in its movements. She brought an image of Bonni to mind and located a nearby dimension where her canine friend still lived. “Bonni, round him up.” The Kelpie-Blue Heeler cross apparated between her and the violator, its hackles raised and head low to the ground.
Kabutai’s smile grew grotesquely wider, and his lips moved silently invoking another adversary.
“Your dog will not save you.” Vogel strode into view dressed in full battle armor. He halted three yards from Hickory and took up a fighting stance, his sword pointed at Hickory’s chest. “Earthling! The Bikashi has suffered for the Aligned Planets’ treachery for decades, now is the time for justice.” He faltered and seemed for a moment to lose his purpose. He glanced around at his strange surroundings, then focused on Hickory’s familiar figure. “I do what I do to help my people…I will take no pleasure from killing you…but it is necessary.”
Hickory’s mind whirled. Bonni stood toe to toe with the violator, but they had receded into the distance. A stand-off. Kabutai has given up on the violator. She glanced at the Warlord. His sneering face confirmed what she’d already guessed. He was responsible for these incarnations of her enemies. Some manifestation of the Sword’s power allowed him to perceive and interact with the multi-dimensions of space-time in the same way she could.
In the now, Vogel had been killed by his lieutenant, Thurle. This version was from an earlier time and very much alive.
Hickory shook a shower of sparks from her finger and projected them towards Vogel.
 We are Charakai. We come. A hundred screeching reptiles extended their necks and talons and plunged down toward the Bikashi commander.
Vogel adjusted his stance and swung his sword upward. He caught a few of the dinosaurs in flight but was overwhelmed by sheer numbers. “Sequana,” he screamed, calling upon his accomplice in the attempted coup of Prosperine. “Where are you, shrelek! You will not abandon me. We need each other. The future of the Bikashi race and of Avanaux depends on it.”
The Warlord’s head slumped forward, his eyes closed and his focus on Hickory faded. Vogel and the Charakai disappeared into the mist.
His strength is almost gone. Only the Sword is keeping him alive while at the same time the wound it inflicted is killing him.
The Warlord shook his head to clear it, and Hickory prepared herself to meet a new threat.
Sequana materialized almost reluctantly, his gaze flicking from side to side in terror. “Barbish, why did you bring me here, old friend. This is a place of nightmare.”
He speaks to a phantom. Only he can see the priest he murdered. Hickory watched the Pharlaxian fundamentalist and leader of Prosperine’s rebel forces, fascinated. Kabutai had plucked Sequana from a place and time where his mind had already slipped into madness.
Sequana perceived the faint image of Kabutai with the Sword of Connat projecting from his torso, and he squealed. His hand trembled as it reached towards the weapon. He jerked it back. “No, never again.” When he saw Hickory, he screamed. “It is the she-devil come to haunt me. Tèkan, Tèkan, bring Sasha, hurry!”
Kabutai caused the torturer and her pet to appear, and Hickory took an involuntary step backward. Kabutai jeered at her hesitation. Sequana’s minions, Tèkan and Sasha, had been two of Hickory’s most frightening opponents. When nearing the time to give birth, the diminutive Sasha would eat its way through living flesh to escape. Hickory shivered at the memory of the iron mask she’d been forced to wear and the frantic scratching and biting of the small creature. Only Kar had been powerful enough to clear her mind of the fear the two had created.
No! She resisted the temptation to call on the Teacher. Her previous attempt in the test run had ended badly. She didn’t want the Riv-Amok following her here. I am strong enough. Isn’t this the reason I decided to come here on my own? I need to face this menace by myself.
She projected an image where she bit Sasha’s head from its shoulders, just as she’d dreamed when imprisoned in Sequana’s rebel stronghold. Tèkan screamed, pulled her decapitated pet to her chest and held its still pulsating body to her, then vanished.
The shape of another monstrous beast began to take shape. Its size left Hickory in no doubt Kabutai had read her mind and was now summoning the most fearsome beast in the universe, the monstrous telepathic creature, the Riv-Amok.
Enough! She directed her sparks toward Kabutai, the Shadow world disappeared, and the now came back into focus.
#
The door crashed open and Sikona spun into the room. Swinging his sword left and right, he launched himself at the guards surrounding Aslexis. Three collapsed to the floor, opened up from sternum to navel. The others were forced back to the wall, and Sikona skewered a fourth. The swords of the remaining two guards clattered to the floor.
He nodded at Hickory, his nose quivering with delight at her surprise. “Gareth and Jess filled me in. They’ll be pleased to see you have survived.” He motioned to the guards to release their prisoner.
Aslexis shrugged off his chains and stepped to Hickory. She moved to meet him, and they embraced and kissed.
“Well, I see you have discovered your kindred spirit at long last, my sweet.” Sabrina glided through the portal, her arms held wide. “I am so pleased for you.”
Hickory grinned at her. “Glad you could make it, Sabrina.”
Kabutai gave a slow disbelieving shake of his head and glanced at Hickory. “This is a trick, you have conjured an illusion.” He cringed as Sabrina neared.
Sabrina reached out her hand. “Do you think I am an automaton, Kabutai? A machine without feelings? Then, you think wrong! I have always had as much soul as you—and just as much heart. When we pass through the grave, and that will be soon enough, we will stand at God's feet, equal—as we are!” Her hand closed on the hilt of the sword, and she wrenched it free of his chest. A gaping hole appeared in the Warlord’s torso. His eyes fixed on hers, sightless.
Hickory gaped at the sight of the giant Bikashi female wielding the Sword of Connat. This wasn’t how she’d pictured things unfolding when she’d asked Jess to find Sabrina and bring her to the battlecruiser. She’d hoped Sabrina would prove a sufficient distraction to the Warlord to allow her to pluck the Sword from his chest.
Sabrina raised the Sword of Connat to eye level, looked to Hickory, and smiled. “Even for me, life has its gleams of sunshine.” She threw the weapon to the floor and embraced Hickory. “I will trust you to use this terrible power wisely. It has no place on Auriga.”
“It has no place on Earth, either, my friend. But there is one task it might perform before I consign it to oblivion.”




CHAPTER 33

Soul

Hickory faced Angela Merrik, the Sword of Connat hanging loose by her side. The President could not take her eyes from it, but it was fear, not desire, that held her.
Over the last few days, the threat of the Bikashi battlecruiser had evaporated. The world breathed again and was reconsidering its future. The galaxy was also in the throes of change. Sikona and Sabrina had departed for Auriga intent on establishing a new order of government on the planet. Hickory had addressed the parliament of the NWG and outlined her proposal to aid the twins in their quest; disbanding Auriga’s autocratic structure in favor of a more representative one would take time and resources. Eventually, though, Auriga would be readmitted to the Allied Federation of Planets, and this time they would be provided with the Allied FTL technology as a full member.
Parliament had finally listened to the Admiral and removed Merrik from office, placing her in house arrest under the Admiral’s jurisdiction.
“What do you want from me? Haven’t you done enough already?”
Hickory extended her empathic sense to touch the woman. “I understand your hurt, Angela. I would help your mind and your soul to become more at peace with one another.”
Merrik dragged her gaze from the Sword and glared at Hickory. “I have no soul, idiot, and my mind is my own.”
Hickory sensed her barriers being slammed in place, layer after layer, to form a thick protective shell. “Every individual has a soul. Some cannot be contained by their physical being, and you can see it shining from their eyes, reflecting the goodness and chivalry of their being. The Teacher was such a person, Sabrina is another, Anyar is yet another. Your soul has been squeezed and subjugated by your greed and desire for power. It is tiny now, forced into a remote corner of your dark mind, but it is still there waiting for you to recognize it for what it is and set it free. I can help you if you let me.”
“Save your biblical drivel for the naive. Religion is the opium of the masses, not of those in authority.”
“But you are no longer in authority, Angela Merrik, and never will be again.” She reached for her hand, then paused. “I will not force this on you. Will you accept the help I can give?
Merrik’s features were stoic, but Hickory perceived the internal battle clearly. Hers was a beguiling slavery. In her own domain, she’d tasted supreme power with few restraints. She’d fought to keep it so, but Kabutai had demonstrated a fiercer will and brought her down. Now the Warlord was gone, defeated by this Hickory Lace who offered her the hand of friendship and the possibility of a start afresh.
She was intelligent. She understood her chances of ever rising to those same dizzy heights again were negligible, perhaps zero. It was more likely she would spend the rest of her days in prison, gradually being driven mad by her frustrated ambitions.
Which was preferable? Frustrated impotence or neutered peace; incarcerated, with her neoteric skills free to seek their own path, or freedom of sorts limited by the restraints this woman would impose on her mind?
“Will it hurt?” she asked.
Hickory took her hand in hers. Gently, the golden energy sparks flowed from Hickory into Merrik, spreading through her blood and reaching her brain. Merrik trembled as the sparks eased her barriers aside until her mind opened. Hickory found the center of Merrik’s empathic power. Its source was black as obsidian. She recalled how uncontrollable her own neoteric gift had been until the scientists had linked her up to the biocomputer, PORO, and dampened her abilities. There was no PORO to help her, but she did have her sparks. She set them to work absorbing the desolation within Merrik from the time of her birth to her duel with Kabutai. The sparks scraped away the blackness in her mind and replaced it with reassurance and feelings of peace. At last, Hickory took away the last vestige of ugliness, the guilt over the death of her grandmother, and Angela’s soul was free to choose its destiny once more.
#
Gareth squirmed in his seat. “You set her soul free?”
Hickory relaxed on the sofa and leaned back. Aslexis put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. She smiled. “The essence of humanity, the part of our higher nature separating us from the animals. You might call it conscience or a person's moral sense of right and wrong. I call it a soul.”
Jess poured the wine and gazed at Hickory thoughtfully. “So, what an adventure. I hope that’s the last we hear of Angela Merrik.”
“Angela is taking a rest on Summer. The Admiral has been charged with looking after her until she is fully recovered. I understand she has expressed an interest in helping the Aurigans re-invent their society.”
“Might be a while before the Admiral agrees with her on that one,” said Gareth. “What about you? Are you going back to the Corps, covered in glory?”
Hickory laughed, the first time she’d allowed herself to feel happy in a long time. She looked up at Aslexis. “No, not straight away. Aslexis and I have some unfinished business in Carpentaria.”
“Like making babies,” said Aslexis.
Hickory pretended to punch Aslexis on the chest, but her eyes shone. “There are a lot of people up there who are looking forward to seeing us again. After that, I think a long holiday is in order.”
“And the Sword, what happened to it—did you send it into the sun?”
“No, I thought it a bit problematic given its history. I wasn’t sure it would reach there, and if it did, whether it would be destroyed. It’s in good hands.”
#
Anyar touched down on the Isle of the Dead. The flying machine Hickory had given to her was more sophisticated than the ones she’d helped to build, and she’d enjoyed soaring with the birds. She passed the hut containing the remains of her kinfolk and walked with purpose to the Lakedweller tower. She searched for the ancient cuneiform writing and found what she was looking for on the back wall of the building; the image of Ishtar, goddess of the land of the dead.
Aslexis had provided her with the key to entry. She pushed first on the gatekeeper, then on the number for fifty, then on Ninshubur, Ishtar’s second in command, then finally on An Utu, the Sun God. She took a step back, and her heart fluttered as nothing seemed to happen, and she wondered if perhaps she hadn’t correctly memorized the sequence. A moment later, the stonework trembled, and a segment of the wall moved inward.
Anyar poked her head inside and sniffed. It smelled musty and old, but there was no indication her ancestors might be present. She switched on the flashlight and entered. She located the fire torches, took one and drenched it in the nearby bowl of oil, then struck a match to light it. The flame flared up, and she held the torch high to look around.
Six small statues representing the gods of the Lakedwellers sat on the ancient stone altar in the middle of the tower. She located the secret compartment, and reverently laid the Sword of Connat, smothered in the fine cloth, in its final resting place.
<<<<THE END>>>>
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