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Prologue




 


There'd been a time in Sea's life when she'd
been alone, when she'd had nothing.

She never figured out how long she'd lived
in the dark, enslaved to a mind leech. Escaping that
mind-controlling device with a ripped back, she'd carried only the
clothes she stole and a knife. She didn't have a name, didn't have
a life and she was dying.

Striving to escape the pain, she threw
herself into the sea. When she survived, she took that as her name…
Sea. It was all she owned… a name… and the knife.

Without memory, Sea learned a vicious life
of survival on an alien slaver's world, in a fight to survive
spaceport city. Hoping for more, Sea warily approached traders, a
clan of the WiRasshitearla. They took her onboard. Though the size
of a child to the WRash, they came to respect her strength, courage
and viciousness. Yet, in a way, they civilized her, as they carried
her through the quadrants toward human territories.

With spacer clothing and WRash knives, Sea
made a life among humans. Taking the clan name Italiashe from the
WRash she'd lived among, Sea works as a lowly guard. It was the
only position in the civil human colonies offering her mind a
purpose.

Yet, living among humans, as a guard, Sea is
still alone. Working her way through the ranks, she became a guard
in ConSect Interstellar Corporation. Hoping for a more active
position she moved to Icannius, the home planet of CSIC. Honing her
weapons' skills, she became a student of Master Ro, a weapons'
master. With his tutelage and influence she joins the Elite guard
of CSIC.

Only on the Elite squad does she find the
companionship of humans begin to hold her. Yet, the damage Sea had
suffered in the darkness kept her alone… even among friends.

The mission with Professor Valeria Pelayrm
and her alien pet, Azkor, changed everything. Azkor healed her
human body. He altered her more to something other than human. The
creature connected her to Val psychically, later including Gloria
in that fusion. Azkor changed them for his purposes, to create
offspring according to a genetic pattern only he knew.

In the midst of a ship borne mutiny,
they broke free of Azkor, killing it, with the help of an ancient
impossibility called The
Source.

On that planet, Beta, they gave birth to the children Azkor had
created. Sea's daughter Elise was human in appearance. Val's son,
Jason, was also human looking. Gloria, whose physical appearance
had been altered to a feline, had six offspring. Tasha, Sylva,
Rosal and Lyres were the girls. Sparo and Hedaro were the boys.
Their characteristics were also somewhat feline. Sea and Val had
worked on healing those children while in Gloria's womb, allowing
them to have more of a human appearance than Azkor had
intended.

Sea left Beta, years later, with a
family.

Sea was no longer alone. Mentally connected
to Valeria and Gloria, nothing of her thoughts was private. The
thoughts of the children, as well, could easily drift into her
mind.

Valeria also had Janus, taking him as
mate. Janus was newly human. For thousands of years, until Val
arrived in Beta's system, he had been a Guardian of the
Source. In a sense, it was love at
first sight. Upon reaching Beta, the Guardian took the personae of
a long deceased human who'd died on Beta, he became
Janus.

Sea, at the end, mated with Mason, one of
the Elite guards she'd worked with for years. He'd always been
attracted to her. Sea's past injuries had kept her separate. Now,
healed, she was open to having a relationship.

Back in civilized space, CSIC refused paying
up on Valeria's original contract. Only when they agreed to another
mission, investigating a fleet of ancient alien ships, did things
go their way. A side job was to investigate two silent colonies in
the same system for the Warder Larrelo. The exact details of that
mission were classified.

During their investigation, Sea, Val and
Gloria found evidence of Azkor's people and the ancient warfare
they'd engaged in. The simple mission was anything but simple. The
ancient ships are Sentient AIs. They eventually assist with the
mission, having sat for thousands of years without purpose. Val's
early attempt to communicate with the ships amplifies the
telepathic abilities of the women.

Sea gave birth to her and Mason's son,
Ryan, in the med bay of one of the ancient ships,
Marattee.

When the battle is done, the mission over,
Sea and family return to Icannius, hoping to finally get the pay
owed them. They intend heading back out to space on their intended
mission to seek out and destroy any trace of the Azkor. They leave
behind three of the ancient alien warships, which were given a
mission of their own.

Now, the family is once again waiting to
head back into space.

*********

(Author's Note: A reminder about time)

Since human chronometers in early
space exploration held with a twenty four hour, sixty minute per
hour cycle, the standard day
remained the same. Nine days per week was later decided, with five
weeks per month. For the sake of tradition and remembrance, twelve
months in a year continued.

If the reader is using a form of
calendar other than the Human Standard
Calendar, please bear this fact in mind for any dates
or chronological measure.

*********

By the reckoning of the Standard
Calendar this story starts in
the year 1600sc on a planet named Icannius in one of the Central
Systems of the Civilization…

 


 



Chapter 1




"Three months?" I said. "That makes no
sense. Why such a long turnaround?"

"I don't know, Sea," Val said, while
her thoughts buzzed with the frustration we both felt. "They said
they need to go over the Sword
before it goes out again. They want me to go into more
details on the ancient ships."

I walked beside her. I was looking around
constantly, too, scanning our surroundings. I was back on guard
duty, not that I'd have it any other way. We'd just left the CSIC
headquarters. Val had made another report along with another
attempt to get our ship and her payment.

-- What was the real reason, Val?

~ I don't know. Everyone around me knew less
than I did about it.

-- They were isolating you so you couldn't
read any minds.

There were too many people around us
now, too many thoughts, for me to relax. We didn't have to
try to read the thoughts of others…
we tried not to… without much
success.

~ Why would they expect that? I couldn't
read minds before this mission. How would they suspect…?

-- They suspected before, you know that. It
must be that security guy, Nealong Morris, running the op.

~ What op, Sea? Why?

-- To search the ship, pull up all the data
we've left there.

~ That's why you asked the Warder for that
favor?

-- Hey, if he wants to be our friend, I
figured he'd want to help us.

+ And of course our Sea was right. But where
will we stay for five months?

-- What's five months, Gloria?! Why?

+ Valeria's baby… Leah, of course. She must
be born on a planet and spend some time getting adjusted… maybe a
full year. This planet will do.

-- Is that okay, Val?

~ Yes. You know it is. You
were fortunate to have Marattee for Ryan. We have no idea of where we stop next.

"Then we stop here," I said, looking at her.
We nodded in agreement. She smiled.

Val was showing a bit, over three
months along, as Gloria well knew. Leah was sharing emotions. She'd
been sharing dreams with Valeria for most of her life. Recently
she'd been touching the dreams of the other children, mostly
through mommy but some was her own doing. Leah was another baby for
our family, she would be when
she was born… we already counted on her.

A normal pregnancy ran about six standard
months and according to our medic, Mariashto, this one was
progressing normally.

Gloria was with her mate, Sayla, watching
over the kids at the lodge.

"So where will we stay?" Val said, not to
anyone in particular, voicing the thought that echoed within.

All of us, family and crew, were staying in
the traveler's lodge. It was a housing complex owned by the
corporation. It was used by those with long layovers from various
missions. Last time we'd been here on Icannius we had stayed in a
better grade of accommodations. Evidently we had slipped down the
ladder of importance. It was possibly due to the fact we hadn't
brought any prime tech for them to make money with… along with the
news that the entire system was now quarantined. Money lost.

Randa, Castor and even Commander Sykes had
their own housing if they'd wanted.

Lance, Erik, Gabriel and even Mason could
stay at the guard's training compound. No one had gone their own
way, yet. Part of the reason we were staying together was just
this, to find out our length of stay, to make a plan.

Val and I had proposed our next mission,
giving everyone the opportunity to stay with us or make another
way. We had interviewed each, learning more from their thoughts
than just the spoken words.

While this last mission had been brief, we'd
developed a loyalty that surpassed a simple contract. Some of their
thoughts and feelings were rather humbling. Val and I had struggled
during that course of interviews to keep the fact we could read
them hidden. A couple of them, Randa and the commander, suspected
we'd developed a greater level of telepathy. It didn't matter to
them. We'd gained their trust.

The commander's response was the most
challenging. Since using Tasha's weapon to win the battle, Warren
had begun changing his opinion of me. It was something Val had
picked up. We discussed it occasionally. It was nice he thought
better of me but we never could figure exactly why. He had one of
those well ordered minds where his thoughts weren't always
verbalized… well, not really verbalized, but apparent. It was as
though his reasoning took place in a way we couldn't hear. He and
Gabriel, my captain, were the most difficult to read.

It's not like we made a habit of reading
their minds, I mean, for the most part I preferred not hearing…
trying to find silence. There were times when we needed to know
exactly what they meant when we talked. We could not afford
misunderstandings.

Mariashto lingered with us as well, even
though she would be heading to her uncle's compound.

The children kept busy, babying Ryan
as they awaited decisions we adults needed to make. The traveler's
lodge was not where I wanted to stay. It was uncomfortable for the
noisy psychic levels. It was supremely uncomfortable to Gloria and
her brood. There was definite antagonism for her perceived
human desires.

It was racial prejudice I didn't want the
children exposed to longer than necessary. I'd never had to deal
with such prejudice before. I didn't want to learn how. Gloria was
sensitive to the feelings around her. I didn't like her being
exposed to it. The fact that she'd been human until reconstructed
by Azkor made it hurt all the worse.

Leah was also developing sensitivity to the
thoughts of those around us. We weren't sure if that was on her own
or through Val… or all of us moms. It didn't matter. I didn't want
her exposed any more than was absolutely necessary.

We needed to make plans to stay on planet
for a full year. Then we'd work out a plan for our next mission.
The next can't be a rush job. Val would need to do more research to
give us a precise direction. From there it would be up to Warren
and Gabriel to resupply the ship for however long we would be
out.

With such preparations we could have a
nicely organized operation. The main reason we'd made such an
effort with our crew interviews was this mission could possibly be
as long as the first, though not for the same reasons. The length
of time for our outbound voyage was undecided. So much would depend
on Val's research.

+ Eight years…?

~ We don't know that.

-- Do you have any idea what you want to
pursue?

~ You want to pursue the Azkor, right?

Pursuing the enemy wasn't the only thing in
her thoughts. Val wanted to use this mission to explore the ancient
worlds seen in the memory streams of Azkor. Being an archaeologist,
seeking out these lost worlds kept her excited, interested in the
future. Her entire life and schooling had been moving in this
direction, we knew it was inevitable.

We, I, wanted to go in that direction, as well. We
couldn't live on any of the crowded planets of the central systems,
so we would head into space. Knowing the threat the Azkor species
posed, we intended to find any trace of them and destroy it. At the
very least we would warn the Warders of their presence.

-- You know what we want. I'm not saying
that's our next step. There are no clear indications of where the
Azkor are, correct? The map the warder showed us was evidence of
their passing, not evidence of any colonies they may have planted,
right?

~ You know that. So it means we'll have to
hunt for them.

We'd returned to the lodge and neared our
rooms, slowing our pace as we thought between us, hearing the
thoughts of those ahead. The children had already heard us, but
there was no difference, we always knew where anyone of our family
was.

-- Right, go from world to world, tracking
their path if we can. It's just what you wanted to do.

~ Yes, but for the totally opposite
reason.

-- Well, just figure we will be uniting
Azkor with his kin… in death.

~ No, no, no. You'll think about that aspect
of it, darling. I'll turn my mind to more pleasant pursuits.

+ Sure, like getting Janus into bed
again.

~ Certainly. But there are other
aspects…

"Sea, may I speak with you?" Mariashto said,
closing out her comp, as we crossed her path.

Our doctor had been awaiting our return.

"Of course, Mariashto," I said. "What did
you need?"

"Since you said we'd be on planet for some
time I took the liberty of asking Uncle if you could stay at his
compound. He wants you to come… everyone."

It was awkward reacting naturally to her.
I'd already known what she'd say and everything Master Ro had told
her. I wasn't even trying to read her mind. As orderly as her
thoughts were, they mostly leaped out at me.

Her nervousness impelled those thoughts. Her
regard of me was more than I deserved.

We were getting used to it. The thoughts of
guard and crew were no more of a distraction than the children ever
were.

Even before Mariashto opened her
mouth, Val and I discussed it. We agreed it was a good choice.
Master Ro had insisted Mariashto could not accept
no as an answer.

I made it easy for her and agreed
readily.

***

When we met with Master Ro after Mariashto
called him back, sealing the deal, I had another surprise. It was
only the first of those I'd go through in dealing with my
teacher.

We were in the common area of the lodge, an
area filled with the comings and goings of many people of a variety
of species. It was an area filled with noise, both physical and
mental.

Since only we mothers had the broad spectrum
telepathy it wasn't any big deal for the children. They picked up
on the flow of thoughts in a general sort of way. It was different
with us. The brief stay on the CHO station had been an introduction
to mental noise. During the last few days in the lodge that noise
had grown more intense.

Gloria sought out Sayla to find peace from
the greatest intensity of pressure. Val was able to accept those
thoughts, accept them, categorize them, turn them into data to plug
away in those incredible thought patterns she owned. It was like
she simply shuffled it all into memory.

I dealt with it less capably than I
could, or should. The kids picked up on my level of anxiety… though
it was not constant… and either distracted me with thoughts or
engaged me with something else. Most frequently it had to do with
memories of Beta. There was nothing I could do about my feelings.
These thoughts seemed so
intense, so immediate and important that I felt I had to act on them. It was like each
thought I heard became an intimate part of me… totally the opposite
of Val's reactions.

Val suggested since I was a reactive
type of person I generally acted on my impulses. It was due to my
un-civilized past. Many of these thoughts triggered the reactions
I'd trained myself with. Since they slipped into my mind, as if
they were mine, they
triggered associated reactions. It made for constant tension. I had
to fight myself to stay focused.

Therefore it was a surprise in meeting
Master Ro that I heard no thoughts from him.

I don't know, I guess the shock of it was
evident because he studied me carefully, as though he suspected
something was wrong.

"Master," I said, with my little bow, I was
an instant late. He noticed.

The raise of one brow was his query, though
there was still no flow of thought.

I gave a little shake of my head, barely
discernible, save by him, even as I tried to puzzle what this
meant.

"Sea," he said. "I'm glad you accept my
offer of hospitality. It is rare that you have such need."

"Circumstances have changed," I said. "Our
family has grown."

He gazed at Ryan, whom I held. I introduced
them.

It was only then something flit through his
mind, an appreciative thought form of Ryan's size and health. The
thought was so quick, like those we used, I was again
surprised.

"He appears a healthy and strong baby, Sea,"
Master Ro said. "I am very happy for you."

Another thought shifted through his mind… a
consideration of seeing me fight in a full contact match. As the
other had been, this felt so familiar I was surprised.

"Thank you, Master."

Again my response was a slight hesitation
too slow. It was a fact he noticed but neither commented on nor
thought about, at least not so I was aware.

"It will be good to see you go through a
practice fight," he said. His dark eyes rested on Ryan. "I would
wish to see the effects of these changes."

I nodded, feeling a bit slow, out of
step. I hadn't felt so off in
a long time.

~ Relax, darling. I'm sure he'd
understand.

-- Blazes, Val, I think he understands
already.

~ You think he
knows how telepathic we are?
That would be very perceptive of him.

-- It would be like him, though.

Val joined me. He honored her.

"Valeria, it is a pleasure to see you again
so soon," Master Ro said. "I see your trip has been good for
you."

Her glow of pride shone in her smile. She
touched the side of her belly. Leah stirred at the sudden emotions,
joining with them, emoting.

"Yes, thanks. It's good to see you again,"
Valeria said, offering a slight bow, with her hands together.
"Thank you so much for inviting us to stay here, it is very kind of
you."

-- Gloria, come here, darling. He wants to
meet you.

+ As you desire.

Gloria was already on her way. Several of
her kids came with.

"Master Ro, this is our third, Gloria
Edison," I said. "Gloria, this is my sensei, Master Ro."

As her wide green eyes regarded him, he gave
a bow, honoring her. I felt his impression of her take form. He'd
already been thinking she was a strong woman, now he was
certain.

"It is a pleasure to meet you at last,
Gloria," he said. "I know Sea holds you in high esteem. I have the
impression you are worthy of such. Welcome."

"Thank you, sir," Gloria said quietly. "It
is nice to meet you, as well."

I introduced the children. He remembered
Elise and Jason from our previous visit. Between or among the
children, he met the other guards, the commander, and the few
others of the crew. When he met Mason, who had lingered back within
the crowd, he studied him carefully. I had completely forgotten
they'd never met.

"Mason, you must be a unique individual to
have gained Sea's hand," Master Ro said. "I look forward to coming
to know you."

Mason met his bow, reflexively. They gauged
one another in greeting.

"Master," I said. "You don't think we'll be
an imposition for such a long time, do you?"

He gave me a measured look, a look I was
intimately familiar with, though it had been years since I'd been
with him regularly. I was disappointing him, or at least not being
politic about it, though it was a small thing. I knew this. I had
the full measure of what he meant, though he voiced no
thoughts.

It was odd. As I'd become used to dealing
with hearing thoughts, now I had to deal with this silence from
him. I'd have to figure this out.

"Sea, are you not my student?" he said,
wondering gently.

I found myself caught, thinking about that,
before nodding. It had been a slight pause again. He noticed. There
was no surprise there.

"Yes, Master, I am," I smiled, reminded of
our early days. I bowed. "As long as you will have me."

"Then… there is no question of
imposition."

I bowed, again, to that, knowing his logic
was not always mine. Maybe one day I'd learn it. I couldn't help
considering all of my obligations and how that might have changed
my status as his student. Evidently he did not think so.

I'd known Master Ro held a prominent
position among the clans. I'd never thought it more than prestige,
or heritage. When I found it also had to do with wealth and power I
was a bit surprised. I supposed I should have realized the truth
but as Val thought, that wasn't how I considered things. Wealth and
power weren't factors of my life.

In any case, the little I knew of Master
Ro's compound, the training center and his dwelling, the gardens
included, was only a small part of his estate. His estate was only
a small part of the clan holdings. Here on Icannius, a major
corporate planet in the heart of the Central Systems, the clan laid
claim to thousands of acres, much of it still wilderness.
Naturally, a large part of the planet had remained untouched. It
was an old lesson of colonization to never overrun the native… not
if you wanted to survive.

We were given a small estate near Master
Ro's dwelling. This was an estate used by visiting families of
other clans or extended relations for long visits. It was an
arrangement we found agreeable. Simply being away from the
corporate lodgings and the endless drone of thoughts was enough to
give us peace.

So, we moved into the visitor's estate
within his compound. There were gardens and ponds. The children
loved it. We loved it. It quickly became home.

***

"I don't think you understand what I'm
saying," said Val to Nealong Morris, head of the corporation's
security.

He'd given us our last mission, something of
a request with a hint of blackmail.

Of course we'd taken on the job. The Warder
had asked for assistance from Val in the same system. Even though
she was an archaeologist, specialized in data retrieval from
ancient alien tech, people thought she could solve any problem
dealing with ancient civilizations. At least they didn't mind
throwing her into such situations.

"Yes," he said. "I understand. I read your
report. I viewed your evidence. That doesn't mean it's a
total…"

"Yes, it's a total loss," Val said. "The CHO
has quarantined it. The Warders have quarantined the system. Anyone
lingering in that system will be destroyed. So, it's a total
loss."

"You said the ships were destroyed," Nealong
said.

There had been six ancient ships discovered
in a newly colonized system. That had been Val's mission, to check
those ships, to see if any tech was worth the corporation's time
and trouble to salvage. The epidemic on the two colony worlds was
incidental in his mind. It was the Warder who'd been interested in
the colonies.

"I said half of the ships were destroyed,"
Val said, pointing out what she knew he knew. "The others have
taken over a blockade of the system."

We omitted the fact that the ships had
organic synth brains as their control systems and were supremely
intelligent. They'd become friends.

Another fact glossed over was that
they used banned antigravity technology, something the kids had
studied extensively during our stay. For some reason
Ship, the first we'd met, had
enjoyed tutoring our young as they worked at their education. The
ships had taken blockade positions at our request.

We'd stopped the spread of an epidemic on
the colony planets. It had been a bio-engineered intelligent virus
or bacterium. I never got that straightened out. The bug had
infected our landing party, even through sealed suits. It had taken
over the missing CHO ship. It had intended using the hospital ship
to carry millions of units of virus to infect the inhabited planets
of our civilization. We didn't find a cure, but we destroyed any
means of spreading the virus.

"So why are we writing off these ships?"
Nealong said.

"There's no tech aboard them we don't have,"
Val said. "Besides the fact that they'll let no one near enough,
ever again, to study them."

For a moment he stared at her. Even though
he was a psychic, he knew better than to attempt reading her mind
or pressuring her. What mind reading he could do was child's level
compared to our abilities.

~ Don't underestimate him, darling.

-- I would never do that. I just think he's
a bit silly.

~ Maybe, but he still has the data files he
used to blackmail us before.

-- Yeah, about that…

~ I'll listen, but I'm not going to pry, he
might notice and react.

-- I know. We can't have that.

So Val continued her meaningless and
repeated debriefing as she listened to his thoughts.

That damning data was from a spy program
he'd installed in Val's first console. He'd watched our
transformation by the mind and teeth of Val's alien pet, Azkor.
Azkor was anything but a pet. It was also more alien than we'd ever
expected. After altering our DNA, it had trained us in psychic
healing while gaining control of our minds through fear and
manipulation.

Its psychic abilities made our current
abilities look just as much like child's play.

Azkor's plans fell apart when Val
succeeded in finding the Source, following an ancient trail of scribes.
We'd managed to kill it after escaping its mind controlling power.
The changes we'd gone through, as well as our future, still linked
us to the Azkor, the species. Even the intelligent virus we'd
recently fought linked to the creature, to the origin of that
creature. It was amazing how connected all of it was… the dance, as
Val called it, was one.

This was a stage of the dance I could do
without.

"So, will you honor our agreement?" Val
said.

That agreement was to pay for our ship's
recharging, refueling and the supplies to go on the expeditions Val
intended. She'd recovered ancient data giving coordinates leading
to some very old civilizations, or perhaps, due to the age of the
data, we'd likely explore interesting ruins.

Although that mission was on hold, due to
her pregnancy, we'd get back into space.

Nothing of the densely civilized planets
attracted us.

~ Did you hear that?

-- What?

While his office was shielded from
eavesdropping devices and the average telepath, our connection was
not even strained. Yet I didn't notice what she'd picked up on. I
was spending some of my attention singing softly to Leah, easing
her from the tumult of Val's irritation at Nealong.

~ He was thinking about that data.

-- The blackmail stuff?

~ Right. I mean he's trying not to think
about it. But that's what caught my attention.

-- Of course. What about the data?

~ It's missing.

-- What? I thought this place was
secure.

~ Yeah, it is, but remember what Mariashto
said about secrets attracting spies.

-- Yes. I remember. I just don't… This may
be very bad, Valeria.

~ Why? At least he can't… oh, right.

-- Our lives could become very twisted if
the wrong people have that data…

~ We won't know who has it or what they
intend.

-- Right. We won't know until it hits.

"Of course we'll honor that, professor,"
Nealong said. "There's no reason for us to back down from our
commitment to you when this loss is not your fault."

~ He's trying to mislead…

-- I got that.

"Damn right, it's not my fault, nor any on
my team," Val said, angry but holding her calm. "I want to know
about this extended layover, though. That wasn't part of our deal.
That ship is supposed to be mine."

"Well, the title hasn't actually been
changed," he said. "It takes a fair amount of legal and financial
juggling to get it all settled. Not everyone is so enamored of your
ability."

"That's not my problem, either," she said.
"Payment is required, or my services are not available. Therefore,
I want that title changed over."

"It's in the works, professor," he said. He
was placating her openly while trying to shift thoughts internally.
"It's only a matter of time. Before you leave again it'll all be
settled. You'll be staying on planet for some time, you said."

"Yes, nearly a year, I think. We need a
break since this last situation."

"Right, nearly getting wiped out… how many
times?" he shook his head. He made an open gesture. "I'm sure that
can be stressful."

"Yes. Was there anything else we needed to
discuss?"

"Actually, no," he said, giving off a
relieved feeling. "There's a group in research who would like to
have a consultation with you, but that can wait a while. We have
several mission requests that might interest you. Some ruins were
found, along with several reliquaries of great age. I believe the
report mentioned a library of sorts. Would you mind if I send such
reports your way, see if there's anything you're interested
in?"

~ More distraction as well as even more
distraction.

-- Right.

Leah was suddenly singing back to me. Most
unusual. She had a delightful presence.

"You can always send it by," Val said. "I'll
have to forward you my address. I don't yet have it listed."

Nealong was very grateful Val was finishing
up, leaving his office. He gave her a chip with all of his data
codes for contact. I could have given the code for Master Ro's
place but Val wanted it to be delayed. Dragging things out was not
her style, but Nealong irritated her. So, if he could drag it out,
we could drag it out. Easy as that.

~ I hate this.

-- Val… I don't know what to say. Perhaps we
could talk to Mariashto about those spies she had mentioned.

~ Right, I remember.

She left Nealong's office, led by a guide,
since Nealong didn't want to remain in Val's presence.

I was upstairs in the reception area for the
corporate offices. I was trying not to look at the news waves. I
didn't care what was happening in the Systems, this system or this
planet. Politics and fashion held no interest.

~ You should take more interest. It is
something the kids should learn about.

-- It's not like you spend any time checking
up on it. You've been reading everything available since we hit the
CHO station and none of it politics or fashions.

+ I don't think the children will care about
fashion. They're still too young for politics.

-- Some say you're never too young for
politics.

~ You would say that you're never old enough
for politics.

-- Blazes, it just seems so stupid, most
times. Planets and politics… that's a waste of…

~ Darling, you've got to ease off on that.
It's all entwined and you'll learn it may be necessary one of these
days to know what's going on.

-- Not if we stay out in space for twenty
years at a time.

+ What do you mean twenty? Where'd that
number come from?

-- I don't know… it just stuck. Why?

+ It seems a long time, is all. We were only
on Beta for five years. I just…

~ Never mind, Gloria, Sea didn't mean that
literally, it was an abstraction, that's all.

+ Sorry. I don't know why it hit me like
that.

-- It's okay.

Val appeared from the lift corridor. I sat a
moment more, waiting.

~ Why?

-- You mean, why rush over to you, or why
not?

~ Yes.

-- Cause you're coming this way…

There were thirty-five people of a variety
of species in this area, waiting. They watched the news wave,
viewed chips or made personal calls. I hadn't watched anyone in
particular. I was trying not to listen to thoughts… that was all.
It was easier if I didn't look at them. Almost everything I heard
was of surface thoughts… meaningless self-talk dealing with all of
the insecurities of the moment. It kept every mind occupied. It was
an irritation I wanted to avoid.

Even so, I didn't rush to Val's side.

I was her guard, her other and she was mine…
not guard, just a part of me.

So when another thought echoed
my there she is… I was
instantly alert. My eyes scanned the entire area. I couldn't tell
who had thought it. Usually there's very little directional in
hearing thoughts. The only difference was when looking at someone
and close, it intensified the sound... the sensing.

~ What?

-- Keep moving.

I tried filtering through the thought
sounds. I tried to listen to anything related to her. Nothing. I
didn't see anyone particularly interested in her. There were no
more thoughts concerning her… any her for that matter.

So I got up from my nice comfy chair and
crossed to her.

~ You're so suspicious.

-- Yeah, of course. You should be, too.

~ Why, I've got you.

"You okay?" I said, just to say something
aloud, hoping to appear normal.

Her hand was on the side of her belly.

"Yes," Val said. "I suppose things will work
out."

"Of course they will."

+ The dance is one, it will be good. Valeria
needs the time off, anyway.

Of course I was keeping an eye on everyone
in range. Even through Val's eyes I was looking around, extending
my range. She is taller than me.

No one seemed overtly interested and if
covert, too slick for me.

Outside, we walked across to the slideway.
It was station tech adapted to ground-side use. It was popular in
big spaceport cities where visitors were just off ships and used to
a different gravity. I like them because you could look around
while moving. They typically circled the tourist zone. We'd take a
railcar later. Val wanted to spend time in town before we removed
ourselves to the estate. We'd likely be shut away for long periods
of time.

We slid past the shops until she saw what
she wanted. We crossed over.

I watched, but nothing seemed suspicious.
Well, that wasn't completely true… I was getting plenty of looks.
Maybe nobody's seen guards around here or something. It seemed
unlikely.

~ Blazes, Sea, half the guards you see here
don't go around with as many guns as you do.

-- No, they carry their swords. Like swords
are so less offensive.

~ Darling, swords just look safe. Guns have
a nasty reputation.

-- Not my problem.

~ Then get used to the looks.

I had to laugh at that as a couple coming
out of a store positively gawked at me. They had the look of
tourists about them, provincial.

~ Maybe they have no guns on their
planet.

I laughed again.

"You seem relaxed," she said, walking
through a door screen.

Leah emoted agreement.

"Yeah, I guess I am," I said. "There's
something about slipping back into my life that feels right."

"You've never been out of your life," Val
said.

"You know what I mean. There's…"

"You just like being around Master Ro. I
caught that last time. I'm glad he offered lodging."

"Blazes," I said. "I so offended him, Val. I
hope he doesn't hold it against me."

~ You seem to be his prize student. I think
he feels obligated to you, somehow.

-- No. I don't think so.

The store was noisy with thoughts. The
couple of attending salespersons didn't want to be there and hoped
we didn't distract them from their boredom. It was funny to realize
how different someone's thoughts were from the way they acted. A
few other customers were excited about finding just the right
gifts.

I looked around as I paced Val, trying to
distract myself from the loops of thoughts rolling through.

Val knew what she wanted. She wasted no time
in searching. I was grateful that her thoughts were so well
organized, so clean. Leah was interested in seeing everything
around us.

~ Thank you, as well, darling. You know your
thoughts have gotten quieter recently. In the past few weeks even,
you seem relaxed at times.

-- Really? I hadn't thought there'd be any
difference.

Val gave a quiet laugh at that. Leah thought
it funny, too.

I frowned. Having the youngest of our family
already opinionated was confusing.

We paused beside a rack of light jackets,
just inside the main window. This display had attracted Val's eye.
She began figuring how many of which styles she wanted.

Pulling one off the rack she began checking
it. She liked the pockets and the soft lining. Of course she was
thinking of the kids.

"Can I help you?"

The salesperson was suddenly interested in
Val's purchase. The fact that she had a bodyguard gave her an extra
few levels of prestige.

'There she
is.'

It was the same tone. It was the same
thought voice as in the waiting area of the corporate headquarters.
I looked around but came up with nothing. The thoughts could have
come from outside. Walls and windows made no difference to hearing
thoughts.

~ I heard that one. Who is it?

Val didn't turn from the salesperson.

-- Don't know. It was directed about you,
though, right?

~ Felt like it.

"So, what do you think, Sea, all matching
colors?" Val asked.

"Either that or girl and boy colors," I
suggested.

"Maybe teams?" Val said.

The thoughts of the salesperson were no
longer bored as she calculated multiple sales. She began wondering
who Val was and if she was a resident.

"Teams might be good," I said. "They've been
paired off that way forever, anyway."

"Maybe three teams and a different style for
Tasha."

"Not too different," I said. "She wouldn't
want to be obvious."

"True. Okay… How much do you think they'll
grow in the next few months?"

"Blazes, Val, how would I know?" I said. "I
think the boys might grow faster than the girls. Maybe get them a
half size larger anyway."

"Right."

Val began talking size, colors and quantity
while the salesperson pulled up visuals on a handheld. The thoughts
of the salesperson ran between how much Val was going to spend and
how she could be enticed to spend more.

All the while I played guard. Watching the
people around us, I studied the few passersby outside. I figured
the thought was from outside, but I still couldn't pin it down. I
wasn't even sure it mattered, since there was no sense of
hostility, just an observation.

A pro would only observe.

-- Why couldn't I hear Master Ro?

~ There's a chance he knows enough about
telepathy to have control of his thoughts.

-- He used to tell me
about how focusing my thoughts might help my performance.

~ Maybe that's what it is. You should talk
with him about it.

-- I suppose. I wouldn't know how to talk to
him about it.

~ Just like this, darling.

-- It's not that easy. I don't know how to
describe it.

~ I understand. You're in awe of him as a
teacher.

-- As my sensei. Val, it's not the same
thing.

~ If you say so.

I was quiet as she worked out the prices,
payment and delivery of the jackets.

"That was a nice idea, Val," I said. "The
kids'll like them."

"It'll be getting into cooler weather soon.
They'll need the warmer clothing."

-- You know that's not true.

~ Right, but… you know.

-- Concealment, camouflage.

We were heading back to the slide.

~ Is this the way they'll have to live their
entire lives?

-- I don't know. I hope not.

~ Yes, sorry, we'll wait and see.

Giving her a glance, she smiled and flicked
her hair back. She'd done her braid in something fashionable. There
was something else about the way she looked. It was something
interesting, attractive… I couldn't put my finger on it.

The obvious change was that she wore an
attractive business outfit rather than the casual clothing I was
used to. Aboard ship she wore boots, skirt and blouse. Sometimes
she had her hair up in a braid though mostly it was loose. Janus
liked it loose, just as Mason liked mine loose and long.

Listening through the kids, I found him at
the estate, getting ready to do some cleaning and unpacking. There
was still a lot to do even with the kids pitching in, Elise was
tending Ryan.

I would get there in time to feed him. My
boobs were ready to start leaking, I'd survive.

e- Mama, don't think about that, you'll get
him all stirred up.

-- Sorry, darling. Were you guys watching
everything?

e- No. We've stayed busy. And besides we've
been trying to give you guys the privacy you need.

-- Thanks, darling. We're appreciative, even
if we don't make mention of it.

e- We know, Mama. As Mama Gloria says, it's
the dance, it's all one.

Val and I got onto the faster lane of the
slideway. We stayed on it to the outer edge of the business
district. From there we moved to the railcar platform to leave the
city behind.

~ You can relax now.

-- I am relaxed, thank you.

We were sitting side by side. Leah thought
something was funny.

~ Perhaps you should let go of your guns,
then, dear. We're getting looks.

I hadn't realized my grip had tightened.
After releasing the guns, I folded my arms and sat still, not
looking around.

Val did enough looking for both of us.


Chapter 2


 


I dropped back on my heel as I spun to the
right, striking a block with one stick. The impact hit my glove,
stinging my knuckles. Master Ro held nothing back. I twisted with
it, feeling, holding tension, finishing my pivot.

His second stick swept at my arm.

I slipped the block, dropping my arm in a
faster sweep, retracting from his reach. I snapped a stick forward
behind his but missed him. His came back to meet mine as I
retreated a half step, sliding a foot.

Continuing forward, attacking, I met
him.

The loud snapping of sticks hitting a dozen
times, broke our relative quiet. He moved in low and then quickly
high. I adjusted without thought. My sticks moved automatically,
snapping his in blocks and strikes. The chance to reach through his
attack came and went as I realized it was a feint, as he tried to
draw me in. I hadn't thought it through until it was past.

Swinging one stick long and deep, he tried
to connect with my leg but I kick blocked. That trick only worked
on the first sweep.

I had to turn with him, matching his moves,
mirroring them.

We shuffled back and forth. I tried to press
my attack. There was no getting through his defense. He was
better.

I managed to keep from getting hit too many
times.

I'd taken a dozen smacks on the ribs in the
first few minutes.

I'd only been practicing recently with
Mason. He preferred a staff or his swords.

I wasn't used to Master Ro's style. It had
been a long time since we'd sparred.

The attack switched styles. He came in with
sweeps, first from one side, then the other, trying to press me
back. I met each attack, snap blocking, not trying to hold
pressure. I was okay to back up, retreat. There was no reason to
try being strong against Master Ro.

Left side, smack sticks, arms retract. Slide
back a half step, hit on the right side, slap attacks.

One stick spun, catching my wrist. I took
the pain, snapping that stick with mine, blocking. He hit me again.
I spun my other stick in, scoring on his wrist. Then he resumed his
snap attack. I shifted in a side retreat, blocking, blocking,
blocking, with each slide-step back, turning ever so slightly.

I noticed his alteration, a quick press
forward. I shifted again, meeting him. We stalled, our sticks
locked together by our tension. X-blocks together and armored
gloves holding, we held position for another moment before he
nodded.

We released tension and stepped back to each
give a bow.

"You have gained strength, Sea, with also
some enhancements to your speed."

"Thank you…"

I wasn't sure what to say. I'd thought he'd
been fighting full strength, but I'd been able to hold my own. Even
though my knuckles hurt, I could still function. I put away my
sticks, snapping them onto the arm sheaths.

Master Ro's mind had been quiet the entire
time. Since I'd never been able to read his mind when we'd fought
before, it wasn't any different. Although, I'd been getting used to
knowing thoughts, sensing the intentions of those I'd fought. I
mean, I sparred with Lance, Erik and Mason. Of the three, Mason was
the best at keeping his quiet focus. With the others I could track
some thoughts, intentions, as we fought, and thereby anticipate
them.

There was something on Master Ro's mind. I
held still, waiting to hear what it was.

I listened for Ryan who was with Elise in a
near garden. She held him while looking at the trees. Elise was
thinking about Beta and the differences of this world. I don't know
that she was actually homesick for it. It wasn't that kind of a
feeling. It was simply remembering, reviewing the things she'd
enjoyed.

"You are not tired. You were not straining,"
Master Ro commented. "Your strength has increased but there is more
to how you've grown. You are faster. You are relaxed."

I held still, this was not what he'd wanted
to say. There was more, it was at the edge of his thoughts, just
out of sight. Whether it was insight or he was somewhat telepathic,
his next comment was logical, but unexpected.

"You've begun to rely on your telepathy to
know your opponent, Sea. That is not a reliable means of
fighting."

"I have been…"

My words halted at his look.

"It is one thing to do it in a sparring
match, when you fight someone you know, when you have time. It is
another thing to fight someone with greater telepathy, or some
other means of overcoming your advantage."

"Is that what you do?" I said.

"Well, I have the means to nullify your
advantage."

"Your thoughts are hidden."

We were moving off the floor to sit on mats
in a raised section.

"Not hidden," he said, giving a nod. "They
are simply still. There are telepaths among the clans. They have
taught many secrets to other masters such as myself. When I first
taught you, I urged you to focus your mind, direct your energy to
what you do. As you progressed, you learned of anticipation and
expectation and how these were wrong and potentially deadly. If you
now begin to rely on this telepathy it will be just as
disastrous."

"But, Master," I said. "I did not rely on it
while fighting you. I could not hear your thoughts."

"Yes," he said. "At first you expended
energy and intent when you tried to listen. And then you listened
to other things, correct?"

"Yes, that is true."

"It was barely a mild distraction since
you've grown accustomed to it," he said. "If you fought someone who
was able to manipulate such thought waves, you would have a more
difficult time of it."

We'd seated ourselves at a table where
refreshments awaited. He served me a glass of juice and fruit
slices.

"You know about fighters with such
abilities," I said. "How can I train against those things, things I
have never experienced?"

Master Ro took a sip of juice and gazed at
me impassively.

"There are ways to prepare," he said. "You
have what you need most, your survivor spirit. The desire to live
is the one force that will continue to bring you victory."

I took a bite of fruit.

"I've used my abilities to enable my
fighting."

"Such as what?" he asked. "Please
explain."

Thinking over the years, I remembered
several fights, especially the time I had to fight Eric when he'd
been possessed by that virus. I explained this to my sensei. How
I'd used the eyes of the children to watch the angles. I'd
communicated with Hedaro to have him turn the shuttle's gravity
off. My telepathy was what had allowed me to survive. It had been
my only advantage since I'd been pregnant with Ryan at the
time.

Master Ro listened. He did not give away any
thoughts.

"Yes, it has advantages… I'm not certain
that normal telepaths have these abilities, Sea."

"Mariashto said our gene coding was
different than most telepaths she'd tested."

"My niece said you only have telepathy among
your family. This has changed?"

"Yes. We believe it was something Azkor had
intended. It began in us from events during this last mission."

"And of course you do not speak of
everything that changes."

"Of course," I replied.

"Master," I said, after taking another piece
of fruit. "Your thoughts, why are they silent?"

"They are not silent, merely still," he
said. "Why should I think of what move to attack with when I do not
know which would work? I simply move forward and allow the correct
response. Upon engagement, I must react to you. I cannot think
about that. There is no reason to think on possibilities."

"I understand, but among us we see the
impetus of thoughts, the beginning of thoughts."

He raised an empty palm.

"A telepath whom I trust, once told me of
the nature of thoughts. Sea, that nature varies among individuals.
The loudest are those of people who organize their thoughts into
what they intend to say or do. In one sense they rehearse what they
then do. Next are those who simply talk to themselves within their
head… self-talk. The more controlled a person is, the tighter their
thoughts. That control, though, can be tight or relaxed. So, the
amount of thoughts can vary. The impetus of thoughts as you say…
may be thin and wispy or sharp, hard. I understand it is a very
complex internal mechanism. If it was an easy thing telepaths might
be more… accepted."

This time when he'd talked to me his
thoughts flowed. It was the same trick the children used to make
certain understanding is shared.

~ So, he does control it.

-- Of course he does. I don't know how,
though.

~ Maybe you don't know how but I bet you do
it as well.

-- Why do you say that?

~ Because I know you. I know how you
fight.

"Master, how did you learn to quiet your
thoughts, or control them?"

"It was through the training of fighting,
the same as I have taught you. While I had no knowledge of
telepathy, the focus of the mind required for mastery, results in
such control."

"Yes, that makes sense."

For a moment he studied me, his dark eyes
giving away nothing.

"I wish to test you tomorrow, Sea. Have you
been practicing?"

"Not as often as I should have, most
likely."

***

Ryan was fussy when I gathered him from
Elise. He needed mommy and a diaper change, not necessarily in that
order. I released Elise to join the others at the pond and gardens.
The master's wife, Jolai, was teaching the children the mystic
principles of gardening. We weren't sure it was mystical but it
certainly intrigued the children. The concepts of truth and balance
were universal. Working them out with sand, stone and foliage
created unique visual triggers to help understanding. I was
impressed at the ready grasp the children had of what was taught.
This method of teaching was particularly effective.
Interesting.

As I settled back, snugged into our little
bed with Ryan suckling away peacefully, Mason came in. I started to
move but he came to me, kneeling by the bed to touch Ryan's head as
he watched my eyes.

"How'd it go?" he said. His thoughts were
circling about how luscious I looked and how he wanted to take me
in his arms.

"Fine," I said. "I think I'm slower than I
used to be."

"I don't believe that. Why?"

"He wants to test me tomorrow."

"Test you how?" Mason said.

"I don't know, he didn't say."

Before his hand slipped away I grabbed it.
He smiled.

"Didn't you… you know?"

"Read his mind? No, his thoughts are quiet,
still, or something. He gives nothing away."

"Unlike the rest of us."

I shook his hand.

"That's not true," I said. "You can quiet
your thoughts when you want to."

"Right. Unless you want to…"

"Blazes, why would I want to? It's noisy
enough without turning up the volume."

"Okay," he said, smiling. "So why do you
think he wants to test you?"

I shifted Ryan to my other breast.

"I think I've gotten slow."

"Darling, that's not possible. Maybe you
just haven't been practicing."

"I don't know. I suppose I'll wait and see.
Have you made plans?"

"Nothing solid, yet."

"Tell me."

I'd already seen what he was thinking about.
I wanted to hear it from him. It wasn't a game, or a lie. I simply
preferred to have him tell me. Besides, it was less stressful if he
told me. Maybe it was a game, but it kept things peaceful.

So he told me his plans, more precisely,
they were Gabriel's plans, to train and do a complete weapon's
check. The shuttle had been loaded with most of the guard's
equipment since we'd be grounded so long. That included all of my
gear.

We planned to go through and clean, upgrade
or modify everything to be ready for our next mission. If
everything went the way we desired, it would be a very long
mission.

Gabriel wanted to make the bio seal on the
combat suit more effective. It wasn't a question of normal
bio-weapons but for the Azkor bug we'd run into during the last
mission. He was discussing the permeability of seals with
Mariashto. They were struggling to find a solution.

I wanted to suggest that he work with Janus,
Sylva and Tasha, but we had time, there was no reason to rush
things. From their research, I knew they could come up with
something… likely it would be complicated, though. Instead of a
passive seal, it would likely be a device.

If things went according to plan, our next
mission would be going after the Azkor. From experience we needed
to have the best edge possible. Gabriel would love to have some of
those shield busters the team made for the last mission. The fact
that the technology was forbidden is the only reason we didn't
carry any now.

Some of the projects I'd persuaded the
Warder to hold for us were of questionable technology, though there
was nothing specifically banned. I would not risk our lives in such
a gambit. Some were the kids' projects I didn't want the
corporation to get their hands on. It was still the dance, the
great dance, and we had a role to play. Seeing as how we were bound
to the truth I couldn't deliberately pervert it.

I would merely avoid certain situations.

Ryan fell asleep as daddy talked, as mommy
thought. His quick dreams ran into the garden of sand and stones,
watching through his sister. He understood the peacefulness of that
place.

A glimmer of thought from Leah shone in that
dream place, Ryan tuned in on it.

Mason gave me a kiss before he slipped away.
He wanted to secure a space to work on the weapons. Master Ro had
given us this estate but Gabriel wanted to be certain weapons were
acceptable. I was sure Master Ro would allow it but… it was not my
position.

~ It is your position, darling. You're in
charge.

-- I'm not, though. I can't be. There's the
commander and the captain. If I tried to assume some rank… Blazes,
there's a lot of pride wrapped up in those positions.

~ I know. You're so thoughtful of how they
feel. It didn't matter when we were fighting the bug.

-- That's different. And even so I didn't
usurp their authority.

~ Sidestepping is not usurping?

-- You're the data port… you tell me. Never
mind. How are you?

~ Fine, how should I be?

-- Never mind. So, they're setting up a
workshop. How much are you going to budget them with?

~ I'm doing it by the books. They must
present their project, the plans or data and then propose a budget.
Then I'll agree or argue.

+ Right. I can just see you arguing with
Janus about a few credits. And the kids, too. They'll have you
spending everything you have.

-- Maybe you should have them submit
weapon's proposals and upgrade proposals to Gabriel. He'd be more
inclined to accept what's reasonable.

~ What if it's not a weapon's deal?

-- What else is…? Okay, if it's med tech,
have them submit it to Mariashto. If there's anything else then you
can deal with it, although both Gabriel and Mariashto would be
passing their recommendations on to you.

~ So, I'll be stuck with the final
decisions?

-- Of course, darling.

+ We are one, my others. What does it
matter?

It didn't matter at all. But Valeria was so
content, even happy, that I knew she was looking for things to
worry about. Seemed a lot like me. Leah thought I was amusing.

I checked on the kids. Through them, I
checked on Mariashto, Janus and Mason. Sayla was with Gloria, as
usual. I don't know why I felt it necessary to check on them. It
didn't feel like paranoia.

Mariashto was continuing with Lyres,
teaching and being taught. Hedaro had moved into the kitchen,
assisting the cook Master Ro had given us. He was quite excited
about learning from a professional.

It was a nice place to rest. It was a nice
place for Valeria to bring Leah into the world.

***

Dinner was a merging of us all, gathering in
a large dining hall. The floor mat seating style and low tables
were a bit different but we adjusted. The food was delicious and
the atmosphere relaxed.

The children were, obediently, speaking
aloud. The chatter of voices merged with the swirling thought
forms. They were excited at the prospect of being planet bound for
a year.

I buried most of my thoughts deep below
their reach. There was no reason to put a damper on their
excitement.

+ I suppose you don't care about ours.

-- I can't hide anything from us.

~ How's that research going?

-- I don't know. We haven't asked Mariashto
recently. Do you think she's been keeping with it?

~ Why wouldn't she?

-- Val, you'll be busy with the Azkor
research. Gloria, since you're without a real job, I want you to
follow up with the doctor on the memory research, okay?

+ I obey. You know that.

-- Thank you, Gloria. Is there anything
else?

~ Just enjoy your meal and remember to
compliment the chef.

-- Roger that.

***

I didn't really toss and turn through the
night but after Ryan's early morning feeding, I couldn't get back
to sleep. I was wondering what manner of test Master Ro intended.
Leaving Mason asleep and Ryan resting in his new crib, I moved to a
side room.

At first I meditated, easing the concern. I
felt Gloria and Val as they slept, each held in their lover's
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