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One


Probe


 


 


            The
cows alerted him to it. 


            H.T.
Wall stopped his pickup and climbed out of the cab in time to see the trail of light
and smoke arching through the sky. The cattle bawled in fear as they ran for
the slough and the thick copse of trees for protection.


            He
could hear it now. A loud roaring sound, very much like the way the movies
portrayed it, but this looked a lot more spectacular than it did on the big screen.
It was like it was setting the clouds ablaze. He had no idea a fireball could
be all white. He always thought it would have orange and red flames coming off
of it, like at the end of one of those rocket ships.


            The
glowing object arched slowly and gracefully toward the horizon. Within a few
seconds, it disappeared behind the hills, and H.T. braced himself. When the
thing hit the ground, the whole world shuddered. He grabbed the bed of his
truck to keep from being jolted off his feet. The cattle screamed down in the
gorge. 


            Climbing
back into the pickup, he put the truck into four-wheel drive and slowly headed
toward where he thought the fireball landed. He quickly discovered he needed to
keep an eye open for unexpected sinkholes that had opened up after the jolt.


            It
took him nearly an hour to top the small rise. Stretched across the hundred and
fifteen acres was this year's corn crop. Or had been. That strange object from
the sky had plowed a wide furrow into it, leaving many plants blackened and
smoking from the heat.


            Ditching
the truck, he trudged down the hill to circumvent the field's outer perimeter.
The fireball continued to send a cloud of smoke into the air, making it easy to
hone in on.


            He
finally managed to set eyes on the half-buried object. It was sitting inside a
slight depression, ringed by a lip of freshly turned dirt and ground up corn
plants. Beneath the smoke and char, he thought he could detect a shell bearing
a shiny metallic finish.


            Wall
stood at the edge and gazed down at the thing that had come from the sky. Pulling
his cell phone from his hip pocket, the farmer dialed 9-1-1.


            "Willsop County Emergency. Is this about the purported
meteorite spotted over the county?"


            "Yes,
it is."


            "Then
you need to hang up, sir, and dial the county sheriff's office."


            "No,
ma'am. You don't understand. That so-called meteorite, if it is a meteorite,
just plowed into my corn crop. But I'll be honest with you, it don't look like
no meteorite."


            The
woman on the other end was suddenly interested. "What did you say your
name was, sir?"


            "Harold
T. Wall. I have a farm out on county road two twenty-three. About six hundred
acres. You might want to tell the sheriff to call NASA. Have them send one of
those scientists over here to check out whatever this thing is, because one
thing is very clear."


            "What's
that, Mr. Wall?"


            He
kicked a pile of dirt hanging on the lip of the hole. The clumps hit the
smoking object, making it ring like a bell.


            "As
far as I know, meteors don't have smooth metal skins, or look like some sort of
science fiction probe. It looks more like one of those satellites those guys at
the space agency send up into orbit."


            He
paused as something caught his eye. "Hold on a minute." Getting down
on one knee, he leaned closer to the object. When the realization kicked in,
his hands began to tremble as he put the cell back to his ear.


            "One
more thing, missy. When they send that scientist from NASA, better let him know
this object has writing on it."


            "Writing?
Can you tell what it says?"


            "No,
I can't. It's not in English, and my gut feeling is it ain't
any kind of writing you'll find on God's green Earth, either."








Two


Workout


 


 


            Jack
stuck her head inside the office. "She takes off in five minutes,
Rob!"


            "I'm
right behind you!" Robin grinned and hurried out the door. Following his
assistant down to the first floor, they parted company when Robin turned to
head for Pete's office in the medical building next door. His assistant, Jacqueline,
better known as Jack, chose to stand outside amid the crowd of NASA workers who’d
gathered to watch from behind the roped-off area.


            Pete
was waiting for him when he arrived. The older man was already standing in
front of the big glass windows where his second-story office gave him a
grandstand view of the main testing area. When Robin rushed in, the man held out
a cup a coffee, which his son accepted with a brief thanks.


            Robin
eyed the seemingly innocuous setup below. To the untrained eye, there appeared
to be nothing out of the ordinary, but he knew the place was fully rigged and
set to go off the moment Sah'Reena breached the outer
border. 


            "These
monthly workouts are getting more and more elaborate," Pete commented.


            "Yeah.
They have to. She remembers each and every contact point. After last month, the
guys know better than to try and repeat an attack they've done
previously."


            "You
know, one of these days she's going to miss. Either she's not going to be fast
enough, or she's not going to detect one of those things going off in time to
stop it." The physician cast an eye at his son. "You know that,
right?"


            "So
what if she does?"


            "Those
things leave a whale of a bruise."


            Robin
snorted. "Pessimist." Leaning forward until his forehead pressed
against the window, he tried to peer around the corner where she was supposed
to emerge. The clunk of his glasses on the pane reminded him that his eyewear
was in the way but he knew that if he removed them, his vision wasn't keen
enough to focus. Sighing, he leaned back and took another sip of coffee.


            "Jack
said five minutes. It's past that."


            "They
can't give her the okay to start until they're sure all foot traffic's been
averted and the tram's grounded," Pete reminded him. The base couldn't
have visitors traipsing between buildings and inadvertently putting themselves
in possible harm's way. Even though the danger of being injured was miniscule,
no one wanted to risk the chance of someone getting in Sah'Reena's
line of fire. Or the lawsuit that might occur if an outsider interfered and got
hurt. Yet, despite the strict ban on visitors, it didn't affect the regular
employees, who stood sometimes three-deep behind the ropes to watch the
workout.


            "Looks
like a good crowd today. This event is getting more popular every month."


            "Yeah.
Sree would love to do this kind of training more
often than once a month. It makes for a nice break from her daily regime, but
it takes R and D a couple of weeks to come up with different tactical
situations."


            Pete
glanced again at his son. "Still not willing to let the media cover some
of this?"


            Robin
emphatically shook his head. "Tasha knows about these endeavors, but she
understands why we can't make them public knowledge."


            A
line on Pete's desk lit up. The physician snatched up the receiver. "Okay.
Thanks. We're a go, Rob," he smiled as he hung up.


            Robin
glanced down at the slight shaking of his hands. To be on the safe side, he
placed the mug on the desk and shoved his hands into his pockets as he went
back to watch. It wasn't that he was nervous about her performance. He was
nervous for her. She prided herself in her training and abilities, and took
these mockup attacks very seriously. Although they weren't meant to stretch her
powers, or in any way challenge their extent, she insisted these sessions needed
to be as challenging as the ones she participated in on her home world, in
order to keep herself in prime physical shape.


            He
spotted his wife almost immediately. To the casual observer, she appeared to be
a regular employee out for a morning jog before reporting to work, as many did
who took advantage of the gym on the grounds. She wore a plain, sleeveless
white T-shirt and a pair of pale pink running shorts that showed off her long,
beautiful legs. Her milky-white hair was pulled back into a ponytail that
swished back and forth across her shoulders. A pair of light blue running shoes
completed her outfit. She moved at a casual pace, her elbows tucked against her
sides, her movements fluid and graceful, and appearing almost automatic, as if
her mind was a million miles away.


            She
came between the office buildings, keeping to the marked sidewalk within the
test parameters as required. In the bright morning sunlight, she almost glowed.


            Suddenly,
she broke stride and dove forward, hitting the grassy turf bordering the
sidewalk and rolling. She threw out a hand and the paintball exploded several
feet above her in a puff of blue. Robin barely had time to take it in when she
rolled to the side, throwing out her other hand. The second paintball sparkled
and evaporated with a yellowish hue.


            "Two
for two," Pete muttered and loudly sipped his coffee. 


            Sah'Reena paused, unmoving. Robin knew what she was doing.
She was tuning her extraordinary senses to catch any sound or vibration that
would alert her to the next barrage. The one thing she was forbidden to do was
to erect a defensive shield. The training sessions were meant to keep her
senses and skills razor sharp, and throwing up a protective barrier would
defeat the purpose.


            Being
in direct line of sight, Robin resisted the urge to open up any mental
communication with her to give her encouragement. She was already aware she was
being watched by countless eyes, including his, as well as those monitoring via
the security cameras and taking in all the data they would later extrapolate to
judge her fitness and mental acuity.


            Unexpectedly,
she leaped to her feet and ran straight for the building fifteen feet away.
Leaping into the air, she launched herself off the brick wall, her arms
outstretched. A flurry of paintballs exploded like miniature fireworks a foot
beneath her body. Robin didn't know he was holding his breath until Pete
commented.


            "That's
a new one."


            She
somersaulted backwards, landing lightly on her feet. Another moment to assess
the area and she started forward to return to the sidewalk. Robin felt himself
tensing up, and realized it was residual. A small amount of her worry and
restlessness was bleeding into him. He smiled and took a few slow, calming
breaths. She glanced upward for a brief second, letting him know she had received
his gift. 


            She has this, he told himself. Feeling
more secure, he picked up his coffee.


            A
movement above them made her suddenly drop and roll backwards, then jump to her
feet and throw both hands out to the side. With a wide, sweeping arc of her
arms, the paintballs sent out a dazzling display of color, like pastel
fireworks. Pete leaned against the window, glancing downward.


            "Damn.
She also took out the artillery with that maneuver."


            Robin
chuckled at the man’s remark.


            Slowly,
the star girl straightened and turned around. Once she felt it was safe to
continue, she started to return to the sidewalk when her head suddenly jerked
to the left. Robin saw the look of alarm come over her lovely features, and a
ribbon of cold dread curled inside his stomach. She took off at the same time he
leaned forward to try and catch what had alerted her. Beside him, his father
swore under his breath.


            "Where
in hell did they come from?"


            Two
figures were emerging from the opposite side, casually strolling between the
two buildings. The fact that they both wore military garb mattered little. They
were putting themselves directly in the line of fire.


            Robin
saw the smoky puffs come from the guns camouflaged beneath the window just as Sah'Reena reached the duo, leaping into the air to place
herself between the couple and the barrage. Simultaneously, more paintballs
were fired from behind the strangers, and Robin knew what was going to occur
before it happened. Had his wife been on her own, he had no doubt she would
have been able to disburse the ammo with little trouble. But with the
strangers' entrance, her primary focus was not so much on removing the threat
as it was to protect the couple from being hit. Not only did they put
themselves in the automated guns' lines of sight, triggering the weapons
prematurely, but they also were directly between her and the oncoming missiles.


            The
female of the couple reacted first, freezing at the sight of Sah'Reena hurtling toward her and her male companion. A
second later, the woman and man dropped to the sidewalk. Paintballs exploded in
a riot of faint sparkles mere inches above them.


            Robin
felt the wallop hit the back of his arm, between his right shoulder and
shoulder blade. The hard, sharp punch made him cry out, and he dropped his
coffee cup. Without saying anything to Pete, he raced from the office and took
the stairs down to the first floor.


            As
he expected, people were already milling around the military couple. The
remainder of the training session had been aborted. Security started clearing
everyone out, ordering the employees back to their work stations.


            Sah'Reena stood several feet away. A couple of technicians
were questioning her, but she mostly nodded or shook her head in reply. She
glanced up when Robin entered the area and waited for him to arrive.


            He
reached for her, letting her melt against him. With her hands pressing against
the small of his back, he pressed his mouth against her ear.


            "Let
it out."


            It
came to him, no longer held in check. Her pain was a bright, hot ache centered
in the exact same place where he'd felt it. By not wearing any protective gear,
she had freed herself to do the kind of tumbling and jumping she needed to do
during the session, but she had also opened herself up to the kind of pain she
felt now. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed the wide green splatter
still oozing down her back.


            "Rob."
It was Marsten.


            He
whirled on the tech and motioned toward the unidentified couple with an angry
nod of his head. "Who the fuck let those people through?" He made no
pretense of being civil. He knew good and well that everything had been
cordoned off prior to the training session. But he also knew the military brass
could be stubborn jackasses when it came to being ordered about by civilians.
He didn't have to be informed about what he already knew, that the couple had disregarded
the signs and warnings.


            Without
waiting for any further explanation, he slipped his arm around his wife's waist
and guided her through the crowd, who parted with murmured apologies. Once they
were inside the office building, Robin ushered her into the elevator.


            "You
looked great out there," he murmured, giving her waist a slight squeeze.


            Sah'Reena gave him a wan smile. She was holding back her
pain again to prevent him from feeling any further discomfort. "I would
like to find out who those people were. They could have been seriously
injured."


            "Don't
worry. We'll get to the bottom of it," he promised.


            Pete
was waiting for them when they entered his office. A first aid kit was opened
on his desk.


            "Help
her off with that shirt, would you?"


            Carefully,
Robin helped the woman remove the stained T-shirt, guiding it over her head and
down off the arm she couldn't move. Pete gave the reddened flesh a dark look.


            "You're
not going to be able to use that arm tomorrow, or the day after from the looks
of it. Hold still. This will hurt a bit, but I have to clean it first." He
tried to dab the moistened cotton ball across her shoulder to remove the paint.
Sah'Reena flinched, and Robin felt the agony shoot up
into the back of his neck and spine.


            "Stop,
Pete. Let me," she told the physician. Reaching behind her, she tried to
remove the paint residue with swipes from her fingertips, but she had little
success. Without a mirror to guide her actions, she couldn't reach it all.


            "Hold
on. I'll get the rest of it," Robin told her, taking the cotton from his
father. Pete stepped back. Instead of pressing directly on the bruise, Robin
poured a bit of the hydrogen peroxide over her skin and used the cotton to wipe
away the excess with light strokes. From their connection, he could tell how
tender the skin was. He could also tell he wasn't hurting her as badly. Pete
watched him as he gradually removed the lime green paint, when the desk phone
rang.


            "Dr.
Gray. Yes, they're here. All right, I'll tell him."


            Robin
frowned as the man hung up. "Let me guess. We're to report to Mason's
office."


            "When
we're done here. Take your time, Rob."


            "What
do you think will happen?" Sah'Reena finally
spoke, addressing both men.


            "One
thing's clear," Pete observed. "If those two military types hadn't
intruded, you would probably have finished your training session by now, and
with flying colors."


            "But
they did, and they're probably raising Cain," Robin muttered. She didn't
flinch beneath his ministrations but he was aware of the sharp, shredding pain
knifing through her muscle tissue. She'd been hit nearly point blank.


            Pete
peered closer at the wound. "That's gonna be a
deep tissue bruise. You might want to take her over to have the shoulder x-rayed.
Make sure there's no fracture to the scapula."


            Robin
agreed. Throwing the wad of used cotton into the trash can, he went to pull
more from the kit, but Sah'Reena held up a hand.


            "No
more. Please."


            Her
eyes were clouded as she attempted to keep the worst of her discomfort from
him. Nodding, Robin clasped her hand and brought it to his lips, lovingly
kissing her thumb and index finger. 


            "Okay.
Do you feel up to going over to Mason's office, or would you rather rest on the
couch until I get back? Once I'm done with whatever he wants, I'm taking you
over to get that shoulder x-rayed, and then we're going home afterwards."


            She
gave him another weak smile. "Let me rest for a moment."


            "You
sure?"


            His
wife nodded slightly and another twinge of pain zipped through him. He gave her
a warm smile. "Okay."


            "Hey,
Rob?" 


            He
paused and glanced over at his father. "Let me guess. Stay off the
dragon?"


            "Actually,
I was going to say give 'em hell."


            Robin
snorted. "Don't worry. I plan to."








Three


Searcher


 


 


            Robin
strode into the director's office and his assistant waved for him to go on in.
Robin gave the guy a curt nod of thanks and opened the huge oak door.


            He
immediately spotted the uniformed man standing by the huge floor-to-ceiling
windows. Mason was on the phone. One other man whom he didn't know sat in one
of the cushy chairs on the other side of the director's desk. Pausing, he
crossed his arms over his chest as the door was closed behind him.


            Mason
motioned for him to come into the room, pointing to one of the other chairs as
he wrapped up his conversation on the phone. Robin walked further into the
office, but declined to sit.


            "All
right, we'll be leaving here within the hour." Hanging up the phone, Mason
directly addressed Robin. "How is she?"


            "Hurting.
She's going over to get her shoulder x-rayed to make sure nothing's
broken."


            "Where
was she hit?"


            Robin
indicated the spot behind his shoulder. "Directly above the scapula. As
far as Pete can tell, it's a deep tissue bruise, but hopefully nothing more."


            "Let's
hope. Rob, let me introduce Colonel William Farington.
He'll be in charge of security and detail here on at the space station.
Colonel, Dr. Robin Dickenson."


            Robin
frowned at the middle-aged man, who offered his hand to shake. "You're
taking Overmeyer's place?"


            The
colonel paused when he realized Robin wasn't going to oblige and withdrew his
arm. "Effective today."


            "And
you think that gives you the right to ignore the warning signs?"


            A
dark look quickly passed over the man's face and Robin knew he had hit a mark
somewhere. But damn it, he didn't care. A military presence on the base was a
necessity, but he had a very short tolerance now of people who deliberately
overstepped their boundaries because of self-importance.


            He
glanced over at the center's director, but Mason's face was a blank. That, and
the fact that the man was not diplomatically interrupting him, told him Mason
would allow him a small concession this time. Robin turned back to the soldier.
"I'm going to assume your silence means yes," he commented acidly.


            The
director decided to break the ice by introducing the other person in the room.
"And this gentleman here is Dr. Barton Foxx. He's—"


            Robin
immediately paid closer attention, stepping toward the slender red-haired man.
He gave the man a genuine smile as he interrupted Mason.


            "You
headed the PluCraft project back in eighty-eight, and
you initiated the SINAR satellite systems. You were also lead engineer on
designing the International Space Station. Welcome to Johnson, Dr. Foxx."


            The
pale-skinned scientist visibly blushed from Robin's enthusiastic greeting. It
was obvious the man was not accustomed to the fan-like response. They shook
hands.


            "It
is I who should be in awe, Dr. Dickenson. Not the other way around."


            Robin
brushed off the insinuation. "I grew up following your career. I'm
surprised you're still on the job. I thought you retired a few years ago."


            Actually,
Robin knew for a fact that Foxx had retired from his position at NASA. The man
was one of his few childhood heroes. When most boys idolized football players
and rock stars, he'd had posters of astronauts hanging on his bedroom wall, and
kept a scrapbook of magazine and newspaper clippings of anything space related.



            It
was Mason who clarified the issue. "Dr. Foxx has graciously agreed to help
us with this situation."


            A
coldness went through him at the shift in the director's tone. A situation?
Robin suddenly wondered if his summons was really about what had occurred
during Sah'Reena's training session. He looked over
at the colonel, who remained standing by the windows, his hands casually tucked
into his pants pockets. The man wore a patient, non-revealing expression on his
face.


            Without
asking Robin again to take a seat, Mason parked himself behind his desk and pulled
out a blue folder from the top drawer. He slid it across the surface toward
him. Silently, Robin took the folder and opened it. The first thing inside was
a large photo of some kind of silvery object buried in dirt and what appeared
to be crushed corn stalks. The second photo was a closer shot of the object,
freed from the dirt. Despite the clumps of mud and grime covering it, it was
evident the thing was man-made.


            "First
impression," Mason requested.


            "Man-made.
Made of some kind of metal, perhaps. There's nothing here to give me an
estimate as to the size, but I'll hazard to guess it's about the size of a
large shoe box."


            Mason
smiled. "Good guess. What made you say that?"


            Robin
tapped the first photo. "Corn stalks. The leaves. Something proportionate.
What am I looking at?"


            "Look
again," Dr. Foxx suggested. "Especially the next shot."


            Robin
flipped to the third photo. It took one glance at the close-up of the thing's
surface to make his skin crawl.


            "See
something you recognize?" the scientist softly asked.


            Yes,
he did, and the implications alarmed him. 


            Immediately,
he sensed Sah'Reena reacting to his rising fear.
Although they couldn't communicate mentally when apart, they remained connected
on a deeper level no matter the distance.


            "There
are symbols on this thing."


            "Go
on," Mason urged.


            "They're
Murrallisian."


            Silence
followed his announcement. After a moment, Mason pinched his nose. "You
sure?"


            "Very
sure. Sree's been teaching me how to read her
language."


            "Can
you read what it says?"


            "Partially."
Robin quickly leafed through the rest of the thin folder's contents but didn't
find any more photos. He glanced up at the director. "Are there any shots
of this thing cleaned up? To give me a better view of the writing?"


            "That's
all we have so far," Colonel Farington finally
spoke up.


            "What
does it say?" Mason repeated.


            "It
looks like a proper name. Ge'eda. I don't know
what it means."


            "Would
Sah'Reena know?"


            "Probably."


            Mason
picked up the desk phone's handset and punched a number. "This is Director
Mason. Has Sah'Reena shown up to have her back
x-rayed?" The director looked up at Robin. "All right. Thank
you." Pressing the switch to disconnect the call, he released it and
pressed another number. "Hello, Jack. This is Director Mason. Yes, Dr.
Dickenson is still here. I'm looking for Sah'Reena.
She is? Please ask her to report to my office, would you?" Without
thanking the secretary, Mason hung up. Robin knew his assistant would have
something to say about that when he returned to his office.


            "Is
she coming?" Farington inquired. Robin heard a
note of eagerness in the man's voice and hid his grin. Despite the officer's
outward demeanor, he couldn't hide the awe.


            "She's
on her way," Mason replied.


            Of
course, she is. Once she'd felt his fear, Robin knew she would join him as
soon as possible. "While we wait for her, why don't one of you tell me
more about this thing?" he suggested. Of course, he could read the report,
but he preferred to hear it firsthand. He turned to the colonel, finally
understanding the order of command. Military brass had called him in, for
security reasons, and Foxx had been lured out of retirement as a result. This
had all the trappings of something big about to unfold.


            "A
farmer outside of Knoxville saw this thing fall to Earth. He called the local
sheriff, who contacted NASA. A group of specialists retrieved the object and I
was notified to expect its arrival here around sixteen hundred hours. Other
than that, I have no further information to share." The man spoke in
clipped tones, very professional, very military.


            Robin
looked to the scientist. "Did NASA call you?"


            The
elderly man nodded. "They were concerned it could be of Russian or Islamic
origin and wanted my opinion." A faint grin creased his face. "How
could I resist the offer?"


            "It
could still be dangerous," Farington noted.
"We can't rule out any possibility until we know for certain who sent
this, and why, and what it does."


            Robin
tapped the folder again as he addressed the director. "What made you think
this could be Murrallisian? That's kind of a far leap
from the possibility of this being a Russian space probe."


            Mason
gave a slight shrug. "Once the experts in Washington determined the
writing on the object wasn't of Earth origin, that
left one other possibility."


            "Extraterrestrial,"
Robin concluded. "And the guess it might be Murrallisian
was just that? A guess?"


            "But
a good one, it appears," Dr. Foxx concluded.


            Robin
had to agree. He glanced back at the photos. "I have to admit, it looks
genuine. But we can't rule out the possibility that someone could have
inscribed the markings on it to make the object appear to be from Sree's home world. God knows there's already several
examples of the language out there for the public to view."


            The
door opened and everyone glanced over to see who was entering. All except for
Robin. He already knew it would be his wife as soon as she'd entered the
building.


            The
woman standing in the doorway in no way resembled the one who had been jogging
the marked path earlier that morning. She had changed into a white blouse and
dark brown pants, and over that her white lab coat. Her hair was gathered at
the nape of her neck with a hairclip and she wore a pair of specially-tinted
horn-rimmed glasses to protect her eyes from the florescent lighting. Her gaze
immediately froze on her husband. 


What alarms
you?


            "This." He answered her aloud as he held up
the third photo of the object.


            She
started to walk over to him, her hand held out to take the picture, when Mason
got to his feet.


            "Gentlemen,
may I introduce—"


            "John,
I don't think introductions are necessary," Dr. Foxx lightly laughed.


            Robin
kept his eyes glued on his wife's face, reading the nearly invisible signals
her eyes revealed. His body remained tense as he waited for her reaction. Her
response was quick, and tinged with fear and anger.


            "Where
did this picture come from?" she asked tersely. Looking at the director,
she held the photo out to him. "Where was this taken?"


            "In
a corn field in Tennessee," Farington answered,
moving closer. "We're having the object jetted in. It should arrive this
afternoon."


            She
whirled on the colonel. "Here? It is coming here? Today? No. No!" She
turned to Mason. "Do not let them land. Tell them to take it out to the Gulf
and drop it in the water. Tell them to put it somewhere and blow it up."


            "Why,
Sah'Reena? Is it dangerous to us?" Dr. Foxx
asked.


            "You
know I can't do that," Mason told her.


            The
star girl turned back to Robin. "We cannot let it come here. Tell them to
take it away. Tell them to destroy it!" Her fear matched his own, but he
didn't understand why.


            Grasping
her arm, he motioned to the photo with his other hand. "We believe it's Murrallisian. Sree, we're right, aren't we? It's from your world, isn't
it? What is it? Why is it here?" This time he pointed at the symbols on
the object in the picture. "What does ge'eda
mean? It says ge'eda, right?"


            Pale
blue tears sparkled on her eyelashes as she glanced again at the photo.
"Yes."


            With
her fear came her dread. It grew until it was almost a palpable, dark figure in
the room. Moving closer, Robin softly repeated, "What does it mean?"


            She
continued to stare at the photo for several more moments. 


            "Searcher.
It means searcher."


            "Searcher?"
Farington drew closer. "Searching for
what?"


            Robin
knew the answer before Sah'Reena replied.


            "You.
It's searching for you, isn't it?" His hand tightened on her arm.


            "Maybe.
I hope not."


            "Then
it's Murrallisian? You're certain it's Murrallisian?" Mason verified.


            She
looked over at him. "Yes. It is from Murrall."


            Farington spoke again. "What do you mean you hope it's
not searching for you?"


            Sah'Reena drew a shaky breath. "I will know more when
it arrives."


            "How?"
Robin whispered. "Maybe you shouldn't go anywhere near it."


            "I
must see all of it. All of the writing on it. That is how I will know what, or
who, it is searching for."


            She
dropped the photo on Mason's desk and leaned against her husband. He detected
ghosts of pain that continued to throb in her back.


            The
object was due to arrive at sixteen hundred hours. Four o'clock that afternoon.
Robin glanced at the clock on the wall across from the director's desk. It was
barely nine thirty. He gave her arm an unobtrusive squeeze.


            You’re
hurting. You need to rest.


            I need time to think. I may have to prepare. 


            Prepare?
For what?


            She gazed up at him until their eyes met. No further
communication passed between them but he knew it was because she preferred they
speak in private, away from those she didn't fully trust. 


            Robin
addressed the director. "If you don't mind, my wife needs some time to
recover after this morning's incident."


            "Are
you heading home?" Mason asked.


            Robin
sent another silent question to Sah'Reena, who slowly
shook her head in reply. 


            "No.
We'll be in my office, or in hers. Let us know when the thing arrives."


            At
the director's nod, Robin drew his arm around Sah'Reena's
waist and guided her toward the door. He noticed no one said anything further
as they left the office. He also realized Mason had forgotten to introduce the
star girl to the other two men, not that it mattered. 


            It had
already been a long and painful morning. It was going to be a longer wait until
four o'clock.
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