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Chapter One

Boo

 


The horses moved through the mist curtain,
parting it with their narrow heads before slipping through and
disappearing. One after another, they entered the gray sparkling
veil in the sky and vanished. The lead mare trotted through first,
followed by a group of mares, their foals hugging them closely. The
yearlings went next, heads tossing, nostrils flaring, tails held
high. Bringing up the rear was the stallion. After the last horse
had passed through, the mist curtain evaporated as suddenly as it
had appeared.

Carl never tired of watching the herds
lining up to leave Home Planet. He was as excited as the first time
he'd seen the mist wall appear. He couldn't have been more than two
years old at the time, but he still remembered how thrilled he'd
been to realize he was part of a herder's family.

"How does it work?" he'd asked his
father.

The tall man had looked down at his son and
grinned. "Don't rightly know, Carl. It's just always been this way.
Like the grass knowing how to grow and the birds knowing how to
sing. The horses know how to move through space. It's their
gift."

"We follow them," said Carl. He felt an
immense pride fill him. "We're the herders, and I'm a
guardian."

His father had chuckled, a warm sound.
"You're a bit small to be a guardian, son, but you'll grow."

Carl had leaned back in his father's arms
and blinked, sleepy-eyed, as the rocking motion of the canter
lulled him to sleep. That was the earliest clear memory he had of
his father, the horses, and the mist curtain.

* * * *

Carl had always dreamed of becoming a
guardian. His father and mother were guardians, following one of
the mightiest herds in the galaxy. He'd grown up on a saddle, first
propped in front of his father, then riding his own shaggy pony.
His earliest memories were of soft whinnies and the sound of
hoof-beats. He never wanted to be anything else, and he certainly
didn't want to end up as a Stationary. That's what they called the
settlers who were stuck on the home planet all year, farming or
doing construction, then hiding for three months in Dome City, as
vicious storms swept over the planet. No, he would become a
guardian––and maybe, if all went well, he would find a planet no
one else had discovered. The herders carried star-maps and
carefully plotted their course. The settlers were always looking
for new planets to colonize: there were so many humans, and so
little space for them. His parents once found such a territory, and
the settlers had come. Now Juno Main was a bustling spaceport
surrounded by several sprawling metropolises. It amazed him.

Thinking of his parents
was like poking at a splinter stuck in his flesh. They'd
disappeared years ago, along with his little sister Sally.
Disappeared was not the
word. They were kidnapped, and by Raiders no less. He'd become a
guardian, all right … and far earlier than he'd ever
wanted.

"Why are you making such a sour face?"

The voice next to him jolted Carl out of his
reverie. He looked at his twin sister, Meagan, riding alongside of
him, and couldn't help but smile. She was so pretty, with her dark
hair cut short and her slanted, almond-shaped eyes. "I was thinking
of our parents, and Sally," he admitted.

Meagan sighed. "I miss them, too."

His horse tossed its head as if in
agreement, and Carl patted its glossy neck. "Boo is getting fat,"
he said, changing the subject.

"Home Planet grass. Nothing like it," said
Meagan, waving her hand to encompass the huge expanse of blue-green
plain stretched out before them. In the distance, other herds of
horses could be seen. She pointed to a silvery line in the
distance. "What do you think? Shall we camp there tonight?"

"At the riverside?" Carl shrugged. "Sure.
It's getting hotter every day. You can practice your swimming," he
added, with a quick grin.

Meagan grimaced. "I don't know if I remember
how to float anymore."

"I still have the recording I took of you
swimming. Do you recall . . ." Carl's voice trailed off and he
shook his head. "I'm sorry, sis. I forgot. I don't know what I was
thinking of. I'm sure you'd rather not think about that."

There was an awkward silence, and Meagan
said, "I don't remember much. When the Raiders caught me I was
already unconscious." She touched her head gingerly. "I still have
a big scar. Luke's mare kicked me when she fell. At least that's
what he says. I honestly don't recall. If you have a video record
of me swimming, I'd like to see it."

Carl nodded. He still got the chills when he
thought of that day. He'd never forget the sight of the Raiders
swooping down upon his sister, and the hopeless feeling of being so
far away, incapable of doing anything more than to scream in futile
rage.

Afterwards, Carl and
Luke's three brothers banded together. Bound by misfortune, as Kevin had
put it. Now, of course, the two families were joined, but not with
sorrow. Luke and Meagan had escaped from the Raiders' mining
satellite. They wanted to wed as soon as Luke built his herd up
again. He suddenly realized that this might be the last season he
spent with his sister. But his gloomy thoughts vanished when Meagan
looked at him and winked in mischief.

"Last one to the river is a three-legged
mule," she said, leaning over her filly's neck and clicking her
tongue.

Carl swatted Boo on the rump with his hat,
giving a loud whoop. His gray colt surged forward. Boo was stocky,
but he was fast. In a minute he caught up with Meagan's rangy roan,
and swept past her. The two horses thundered across the plain, and
Meagan's filly started to gain on Boo. As they approached the
river, they were nearly even. Boo strained to keep up the pace, but
he was more of a sprinter, while Meagan's horse had the long bones
of a distance runner. Soon the roan filly inched ahead, and by the
time they reached the riverside, she was in the lead.

Carl pulled up his puffing colt, and reached
down to loosen the girth to give him breathing space. Meagan did
likewise, after throwing her arms around her horse's neck and
giving her a victory hug.

"I won!" she said triumphantly, pointing at
Carl and laughing. "You're a three-legged mule!"

Carl ran his hand through his long hair. "I
guess I am," he admitted. "We shouldn't let them drink after that
run. Let's go back and collect the herd."

Meagan nodded. "We're acting like kids," she
said, turning her filly from the water and urging her into a slow
canter. "I'll go get them, and you can stay here and set up
camp."

 


Carl waved and watched his sister gallop
back over the plain, grass swishing at her horse's knees as she
went to collect their herd of gray horses. The herd was called the
Cadet Blues after their family name, Cadet. Blue was because most
of the horses, including their stallion, were blue roans.

His horse Boo was light gray with an almost
all-white face, giving him a spooked look, which is why Carl named
him Boo. Their herd stallion was the Blue Phantom. He was a dark
gray roan and looked almost navy blue in sunlight. There used to be
sorrel horses in the herd: chestnut horses, with a sprinkling of
white hair like sugar frosting. However, Carl had given all their
sorrels to Luke to help him rebuild his herd. So the ‘Cadet Blues’
was now a herd of all-blue roan horses.

Carl got off Boo and unsaddled him, rubbing
him down with a handful of dry grass. Boo stood patiently, his
white tail swishing contentedly as Carl rubbed him down. Carl gave
him a fond slap on the rump, and Boo trotted to the water and drank
deeply.

There wasn't much to do to set up camp. Carl
wasted no time gathering some dry sticks to build a fire, taking
his tent out of his saddlebags and setting it up beneath a tall
tree. He unrolled his sleeping bag and hung it over a branch to air
out. By the time he finished, the herd had arrived at the river,
jostling each other as they vied for room to drink.

Meagan took care of her horse before joining
Carl in front of a crackling fire. She took her saddlebag and
opened it, making sure everything was still in place. Her tent soon
stood next to Carl's. They'd bought new ones … Home Planet's prices
were cheaper than many of the outposts they passed through. Their
new tents were made of a special lightweight, waterproof
material.

"They look like a cross between an igloo and
a teepee," said Meagan, tipping her head to the side
critically.

Carl stirred some beans into the saucepan
and looked at his tent. "I think they're great," he said. "I'm glad
we got them. They're easy to set up: just pull them open, and stake
them down. The wind won't knock them over, either. The sleeping
bags that go with them are better than our old ones, too."

"We bought so many supplies that our bank
account is empty now," said Meagan cheerfully, sniffing at the
fragrant steam rising from the pot. "That smells good. I'm
famished."

"We're not broke. I still have some credits
left at the bank. Hopefully we'll be able to claim some land on a
new planet this year and sell it to some settlers when we get back
here."

Meagan shrugged. "It's been a while since we
found a new territory. The horses seem to go back to the same
places."

"That's normal." Carl wasn't worried. "They
won't go to a new planet until they need to. I'm thinking that
they'll start avoiding some places, though. From what I saw last
year, the Tauii system is going through a drought."

Meagan sighed and looked pensive. "You're
probably right. We'll find new territory this year. Then you'll
have to think about settling down yourself."

He gave a short laugh.
"Me? Get married?" His face wrinkled. "Who would want to settle
down with me?"

Meagan shook her head fondly. "Any girl
would be lucky to have you for a husband, Carl. You're too hard on
yourself."

"I'd rather talk about something else," said
Carl, taking the pot off the fire and ladling beans onto their
plates. "Like why herders always eat beans."

"They're light, keep for years, are easy to
cook, and have lots of vitamins and iron." Meagan chuckled. "I can
still hear Mom's voice when I say that."

"Beans nowadays are better, though. We have
more spices and flavoring packs to put in them."

"That's because we're trading more. Soon the
whole galaxy will be linked with trade routes, and we'll be able to
open passages with machines. Horses won't even be necessary
anymore."

"I don't believe that," said Carl.

"Neither do I, but maybe we'll be able to
control the horses soon, thanks to Kyle Skeeter. Then we'll be able
to go where we want to, instead of letting the horses decide."

"Who would have guessed that a Skeeter would
someday make the most important discovery of the millennium?" Carl
marveled.

Meagan choked back her laughter, then
sobered and said, "Jonah Skeeter has become a scientist. He's
working in the research center with Kyle now. Did you know
that?"

"Yes. I also heard he gave up herding." Carl
shuddered.

"He lost his entire herd, that's why," said
Meagan. "What else could he do? He's lucky he has the know-how to
work at the research lab. They won't take just anyone–– people have
to have an affinity with the horses. At least he'll still be
working with them."

"But he won't be herding anymore, and he's
stuck here on the home planet."

"His mother and brother are here, and they
both need him."

Carl looked sideways at his sister. "Luke
told me you got to be very close to Jonah when you were all
stranded on Tauii Main after escaping the Raiders." He spoke
carefully. You never knew with Meagan. She could still throw a good
punch, and his arms were already tired from working yearlings all
day.

Meagan blushed. "Luke saw him kissing me,"
she admitted.

Carl blinked. That didn't sound like the
Meagan he knew. "You kissed Jonah Skeeter?" he managed to say. He
was amazed. "Jonah Skeeter? The boy who made our lives miserable
one whole summer?"

"He made our lives hell," agreed Meagan, her
voice teasing, "but he sure knows how to kiss." She grinned at
Carl. "You'd better shut your mouth. You'll catch flies."

Carl snapped his mouth shut and scratched
his head. His sister could always surprise him. He supposed
whatever had been between Meagan and Jonah was finished. She was
engaged to Luke Jeffries now, and they seemed to be madly in love.
Hardly an hour went by that they didn't call each other on their
transmitters, or send notes or videos by star-watch.

It would be nice to have someone to love, he
supposed. It had never happened to him. Once Meagan left, he
figured he'd spend the rest of his life as a bachelor herder. He
would let his beard grow long and have so much dust on his coat
that seeds would sprout from his pockets. He closed his eyes and
imagined him and Boo, old rangy bachelors, ornery and hirsute, with
no one to worry about, account to, or talk to. He sighed. He and
Meagan didn't talk very much anyway. They were standoffish, shy,
and tended to keep to themselves. Luke used to say that getting
Meagan to talk was like pulling teeth. Now she was a bit more
inclined to chat, although they still slipped easily into
comfortable silence.

Silence surrounded them now. Carl looked
across the fire at Meagan. She was staring dreamily into the
flames, firelight making deep shadows on her face. Just outside the
circle of light, the horses grazed peacefully. They rarely strayed.
The lead mare was tethered nearby so that the herd stayed together.
That way, no one was left behind when the herd moved on.

Now, why was he thinking about that? Carl
stared into the darkness. The ghostly shapes of the gray horses
stayed reassuringly close. No, it was because of Meagan. Soon she
would go join the Jeffries' herd, and he'd be alone. He plucked
listlessly at a blade of grass and then lay back, resting against
the fallen log behind him. After a while, Meagan got up, stretched,
and went to wash, brush her teeth, and go to bed.

"Good night, Carl," she said before slipping
into her tent.

"Night, Meagan," he said, smiling into the
darkness.

Carl waited until the moon rose, fat and
yellow above the tall pine trees, before getting up and shucking
the clothes off his rangy body. He was mostly flat muscle and hard
sinew, honed by a lifetime of following his herd. Herders were a
skinny bunch. Sometimes there wasn't much more than grass to eat.
He'd learned to grind flour out of grass seeds and find eggs hidden
in deep brush. He'd eaten lizards when things got tight, and more
than once he'd gone hungry. Not often, though. He drank mare's
milk, and there were edible plants on nearly all the planets. His
supply of beans was nearly inexhaustible, he thought with a wry
grin. Beans didn't put meat on bones, though. Herders were nearly
always hungry. It went with sleeping outdoors, cooking with fire,
wearing clothes until they fell apart, and staying up sometimes
nights on end tending a sick foal or waiting for the mist curtain
to open.

Carl stood hip-deep in the swift river and
scrubbed his hair and skin with a bar of pine-pitch soap.
Pine-pitch soap only came from the home planet, and the herders
stocked up on it before leaving. It was used to wash skin, hair,
clothes, and dishes. It made no suds, left no trace in the water,
and if you were starving to death, Carl supposed you could probably
eat the stuff. He sniffed at it experimentally. Herders tended to
smell like pine trees. Not a bad smell, actually, thought Carl. He
finished washing, brushed his teeth, and crawled into his sleeping
bag. He lay with his head outside, keeping an eye on the herd, and
watching as the bright stars wheeled overhead.


Chapter Two

Dome City

 


"The horses seem restless," remarked
Meagan.

Carl nodded. "I think they're getting ready
to head out," he said. "The season is nearly over here on the home
planet. Soon the storms will come, and the settlers will stay
inside their glass-domed cities."

"It must be dreary," said Meagan. "Imagine
being stuck inside for months, with the rain pounding endlessly on
the domes."

"Whoa, Boo." Carl pulled on his reins, as
the horse shied sideways.

"What was that all about?" Meagan asked,
peering into the grass. "A snake, do you think?"

"No, I think he's just being skittish. He's
eager to go, and he's still young, barely a four-year-old." Carl
reached down and patted Boo fondly. "You're just being silly,
aren't you, boy?" The gray colt tossed his head and snorted, his
great liquid eyes shining. Carl felt his horse's muscles bunching
beneath him, and he gripped tightly with his thighs as Boo gave
another sideways jump.

Meagan laughed. "He got you that time," she
said, leaning over to peer at her brother, sitting in the
grass.

"Look at that idiot," said Carl, waving at
Boo. The colt bucked and cow-hopped, his head down, his legs stiff,
his tail held like a white flag high in the air. Carl stood up and
brushed the dirt off his pants, then swept up his hat and clapped
it firmly upon his head. Putting his fingers in his lips, he
whistled, piercing the air. Immediately Boo stopped his shenanigans
and
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