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TOUCH OF DANGER


Part One​​​


1

[image: ]


White fear washed through her like ice. Once again Carolina O’Kelly asked herself if now wasn’t a good time to take another step back from life. She couldn’t think straight. This was all getting too real. If she got flustered she’d die.

The hotel was burning down around her.

Wishing wouldn’t stanch the smoke. She shivered despite the warmth of the tropical morning.

Come on, do something! she ordered herself through the numbing daze. Focus on goal A. Okay, this is me now, doing something. She sat frozen on the bed. Move! Move!

The hotel posted no fire instructions on the door that allowed tendrils of smoke to curl into the room, despite the wet towels stuffed under it. No fire trucks had yet shown up here in the middle of nowhere.

Hard reality was that no matter how much she wished, the ParaNet was probably on the other side of the world stopping some war or another. The harder reality was that Lina O’Kelly was too damned unimportant for even the most minor of ParaNetters to care about.

It was up to her to save herself. As usual.

“This is not funny, God,” she muttered, and the flames of righteous indignation blazed through her inner freeze.

She jerked the knot on the sheets in her lap tighter, letting out an “umph!” for her efforts. It didn’t feel secure to her. She stepped on one sheet and pulled up, testing – and the knot slipped.

Damn.

So she reknotted it and pushed the thought of failure away as if it were a physical thing. It was five long stories to the ground from this rapidly-crumbling firetrap someone had advertised as a hotel. A bitter, dark fume oozed out of the electrical outlet next to her.

She set to work on the next sheet, tying it to the thin blanket with renewed determination. All she had to do was plan and take action: one, two, three, like all the Zig Ziglar motivational speeches she listened to.

Goal A? Get out of hotel. Alive.

Dying was not on her list of life goals. She might break a leg on the way down, but if she did, she’d still be able to crawl to safety.

She tugged on the new knot. This one held – good. Hope bloomed within her. Gathering up her prize, she ran to the balcony and threw it over the railing. It unwound down the side of the ugly cement structure – less than halfway. The bloom soured into a tight ball in her gut.

**You’ll need more sheets,** they told her.

“I noticed,” she replied. She closed her eyes, took a deep, cleansing breath and tried to filter out the burning taint that came with it. Squaring her shoulders, she hauled the life rope back up. Long locks of dark hair still wet from her shower slapped against her face as she looked desperately around her room. The room’s curtains were already ripped; they’d never begin to hold her. Where could she get more sheets? How much time did she have?

Damned cheap hotel! She should have paid more and stayed down the road in St. Catherine, at one of the nice, nonflammable hotels there. Trying to save a few bucks – stupid! Stupid! Lina cursed herself as she dragged her chain of sheets back inside.

She grabbed some clothes, her wallet and her iPad, and stuffed them into her beach bag before she paused to stare at it. What was she doing? Having something to wear besides this nightgown was a B goal at most. This was not survival.

She was getting rattled again. Remember Goal A. Everything was expendable except herself. Still, the bag was packed. She tossed it onto the balcony to grab on the way out.

She fumbled at sneakers, but her hands shook too badly to pull the laces into any kind of bow or knot. Get hold of yourself, Muttbutt! She hurled the shoes out over the balcony, venting her rage and frustration. Put the shoes on once she was down and safe.

Lina wanted to kick the walls and scream. This damned cardboard hotel didn’t offer much for survival. Hell, the fire alarm hadn’t even peeped yet. She’d used up all her room’s resources. What was left? Oh – other rooms. Behind a chair stood a connecting door to the room next door.

Of course it was locked. Nothing in this life came easy. Damn you, door! She hurled herself at the door – yowch! – did it again – and it shifted. One more heave crashed it open.

The cloud of dark gray smoke hanging in this room whirlpooled from the disturbance. After she pulled her nightgown’s bodice up to cover her nose and mouth, Lina yanked one corner of sheets and blankets off the bed there as quickly as she could. Still she had to pause to cough out the bitter smoke.

Suddenly the hallway door boomed with pounding. The sound stopped. She heard male coughing in the corridor, then the slams resumed. Please, God, let it be a fireman!

“Hold on!” she cried as she unlocked the door. It stuck. Whoever it was behind it threw himself against it, sending Lina tumbling back as the door gave. A new, darker cloud of smoke and heat poured in like a wave from the hallway. Lina doubled over in a paroxysm of coughing. The blind sound of man-coughing echoed her. He wheezed as he shoved the door closed behind himself and then pulled Lina closer to the balcony and fresh air.

She gasped it in and rubbed her tearing eyes.

“You okay?” the man asked.

She blinked against the blur. Tall. Brawny. Dark hair, medium-brown skin. A familiar, chiseled jaw line and even more familiar black clothing. Valiant? Awright, Valiant! Yes!

Valiant of the ParaNet!

Valiant equaled safety. Lina’s shoulders sagged with relief.

But... But he wasn’t doing anything. He wasn’t putting out the fire with his parapowers, wasn’t sweeping her up in his arms to fly her from this horrible mess. This had to be someone dressed like the famous parahero.

But no. The right sleeve of the costume might be in shreds, but the face was definitely his.

“I’m, I’m fine. Thanks,” she managed to say. One step farther back; this wasn’t reality, was it?

“Oui, I’m the real thing,” he assured her, and his voice held Valiant’s French-Canadian accent, the rich timbre. “But non, maintenant I have no powers. Sorry. Don’t worry. We’ll get out.”

He scanned the area outside the balcony to assess the situation much as she’d done. Then he turned back into the room to circle the place as he kept low out of the smoke, checking what was in drawers, searching... Valiant tried the phone but put it back when someone told him no one was answering downstairs. Oh – she had. Her body was talking while she numbly stood somewhere behind herself.

Too far from reality, Lina. Come back. Don’t forget the fire.

Valiant without powers! How had that happened? And a helluva time for it to happen. God was certainly having a good belly laugh at her expense today, but He had no business laughing at Valiant. Valiant was one of the good guys. He was Important.

Valiant went out to the balcony again.

“There’s no way down out there,” she told him. “I think we have to make our own rope. Help me with these sheets. Please?”

He grunted his acceptance of her plan and together they wrestled the final sheets off the bed. While he dragged the bundle to her room she retrieved towels out of the bathroom.

Once back, she wet the towels and stuffed them around the connecting door as... Valiant... snapped off the TV. CNNi had been airing PanRand, with that spectacular footage of Valiant towing a transatlantic jet on his back to a safe landing. The powerless version here sat on her bed and knotted cheap sheets together.

He nodded with his chin at the sheets she’d already worked. “They’ll never hold,” he declared. “Watch.”

He made some kind of sailor’s knot with his sheets: over, over and through. He gave it an ineffectual tug and frowned.

“I’ll get used to this,” he muttered, and then jerked the knot tight with more force than was necessary. He displayed the result to her before starting on a new sheet.

Lina quickly undid her knots and retied them the way he did. When she pulled on the two ends, the connection was definitely stronger.

Her guides’ warning cut through Lina’s concentration. **Get out now.**

“You could have given me a little more warning,” she griped.

“Warning?” Valiant asked.

“Sorry, not you,” she said quickly. “Um, we’ve got to get out now.”

He fished inside his black vest. “I have some twine we could add to these knots. You have a scissors or knife?” he asked.

“Sorry,” she told him, trying not to panic at the stream of **hurry, hurry, hurry,** in her mind, “but we’ve got to get out now, ready or not.” She knotted her first sheet to the balcony railing. Throwing the line of sheets over the edge, she caught the last corner. “Come on, give me yours,” she demanded.

“Not yet. We’re in enough trouble as it is. We have time to make this safer.”

“No, we don’t,” she told him. “They say we have to get out now. Hurry!”

“Qui? Who says?”

“My guides. Please don’t argue with my guides; they’re usually right. Usually.”

He sat there on the bed, frowning at her and not moving.

“I know it sounds weird, but please. Please! Now, they say.”

**Tell him to roll when he hits.**

“And they say to roll when you hit,” she added as she grabbed the sheets from him. He opened his mouth to say something when she held up a warning finger. “Tell me I’m crazy once we’re down. We’ve got to get out now!”

He shook his head in surrender and worked the final knot himself. “It should be more secure,” he warned, then shrugged. “The cards we’re dealt,” he said as if that decided things.

Lina watched the line of sheets and blankets fall. The final length was close enough to the ground; good. “Okay, you go first. I have to get my–”

But he was already lifting her up, swinging her over the railing as if he’d done this a million times before. “You’re first. Make it quick.”

She jerked away from his invading touch and overbalanced. Grabbing the balcony rail, she took an instant to steady herself, then started down.

“Toss me my bag!” she called to him and hoped he could hear her over the bass roaring of the fire. By now it howled like a high wind. Currents of scorched, super-heated air clung to the sides of the building. Tiny square pieces of smoky soot swirled upward around her.

Lina shimmied down the fragile lifeline as fast as she could in the thickening haze, but it took forever. The flimsy fabric started to rip already. As soon as she thought it was safe, she jumped off the sheets to save them for Valiant’s trip. No broken leg!

“Go!” she shouted up at him but he was already scrambling over the railing. The sky hung black with smoke above him. Was that a lick of flame on the balcony curtain?

It really was him, she decided in wonder. The most amazing man in the world. The hero constantly in the news, battling all kinds of para-criminals, clearing out natural disasters. Flying through the sky, a leader among Earth’s paraheroes. The pride of Canada and New York City.

But he was having trouble handling the shifting make-do rope shredding from above him. The rip began with him still up high.

“Roll when you hit!” she shouted. Pressing her hands against her mouth, she begged his angels to protect him as the sheets disintegrated under his weight. She watched him fall in slow motion. Too high! He twisted stiffly and landed hard on his left shoulder.

“Jesus!” Lina cried.

Between yelps of pain, Valiant let out a string of curses in English, French and some other language she’d never heard before – but at least that meant he was alive.

She ran to help him sit up. “Are you all right? I mean other than the shoulder?”

He shouted some more curses at the world. “Que je suis bête! I forgot to roll. It feels–” Valiant groaned as he tried to move his shoulder. “Dislocated? Hurts like hell and a half!”

A faraway look hazed her eyes. “Dislocated, yes,” she agreed. “Nothing’s broken. But there’s something terribly wrong. Show me, please.”

“Who–”

She held up her hand and listened to something he couldn’t hear. “I’m sorry. What is that? A microscope? Oh, okay.” Her eyebrows knit in concentration. She shook her head, disturbed at something. “What’s the cure?” she asked.
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ON TOP OF IT ALL, I’M stuck with a lunatic, Londo decided. Talking to herself. The girl was bi-polar or something.

A beautiful lunatic.

“Your cells are in deep shock,” she told him. “They say you need to rest and keep warm, treat yourself as if you were in shock and not just your cells. The longer you put off resting, the longer it’ll take to heal.”

Lon hissed at the pain and glanced up to see flames founting from the fifth floor windows, the same room they’d just so hurriedly left. The girl looked back, too.

“Aw, shoo!” she cried. “My bag’s up there!”

Black smoke settled and coalesced to form a cloud around the building. Good thing they’d gotten out when they did. “I don’t think there’s much left of your bag now.” Lon scowled as he wobbily shifted to get up, with a sharp intake of breath for his pain.

The girl eased him back down onto the lawn using just a fingertip. “Sit,” she suggested. “Enjoy the show, I guess. Rest while we wait for the fire department.”

“I’m in shock and I need to rest,” he condescended to repeat as he sized up their situation. Push the pain back and down. Keep Crazy Girl thinking that he thought she was normal so she wouldn’t freak out.

He needed to get her to safety – no, get both of them to safety. Time to start thinking like a norm and not a megapara. His sharp mind cut through the momentary uncertainty of his situation to formulate strategy.

He rolled to put his weight on his good right hand, and then gingerly stood up. He told himself he could ignore the shafts of pain ripping up his arm to the top of his head. He ordered his body to shut up. He had to hold his left arm with his right so it wouldn’t drag at his shoulder, but at least then he could think. Priorities and strategy: those were their only hope, his sudden humanity be damned.

“No,” the girl declared. “You’re not in shock, not on a level of your body being in shock in a holistic way. On a smaller scale – a cellular level – that’s where you’re in shock. Your cells can’t operate like they normally do. They’re sort of shut down or something.”

She gestured with her hands: big, then small, and he didn’t get any of it. In this situation it wasn’t important to understand a crazy person.

“So you don’t feel like you’re in shock even though you are,” she finished as if that explained it all.

He gave her a clear look of disbelief. “And just where are you getting all of this?” he asked her. “Are you some kind of psychic friend? Shirley MacLaine in disguise?”

“Who are you in disguise?” she asked archly. “The Valiant I’ve seen flies and doesn’t fall. Doesn’t get dislocated shoulders because he’s invulnerable. And he could put this fire out in a couple of minutes.”

Few people had l’audace to stand up to him. He could tell when she realized who she was talking to because she bit her lip and dropped her gaze.

“I’m, I’m sorry. I know what I say sounds funny, sounds loony tunes, but I really think it’s true.”

He gave her a half-frown. Even if she were crazy, it was difficult to be too frustrated with her. She had big, innocent green eyes and dark wet hair with reddish tints in it. If her skin had been brown, she could have passed for part Polynesian by the ovalness of her face, the wide cheekbones, the hint of a slant to her eyes. But the lips were full only by Caucasian standards, the skin a peach-tinged ivory.

She was tall and awesomely buxom, wearing only a little white nightie that came down almost to her knees, thin material trimmed in eyelet lace. “Don’t let a pretty face fool you,” Hal had taught him, but he’d always been a sucker for them.

He couldn’t let himself be distracted from the mission at hand. Londo turned and squinted at the fire, already down to the third floor. It moved like arson, feeding on something deliberate. “It would take me more like ten, fifteen minutes to put this out, especially since there’s no one to rescue.”

He turned back to her and took her measure from a more professional standpoint. Was there anything in her open and rather inept body language that disguised deceit? “Except you.”

“What? Where are all the others?” She snapped to attention, her gaze raking the windows and grounds of the hotel. “But just thirty or forty minutes ago, there were maybe six people in the pool, another fifteen or so just walking around. I was surprised because it was so early. There was a big group of Australians or New Zealanders here, some sort of convention. They were all men. Creepy men. They’ve been running around drunk all night. I bet you anything one of them started this.”

“Eh bien, they’re not here now.”

“That’s impossible,” the girl said flatly. “They must be on the other side of the hotel.”

There was no one trapped in any windows. Lon’s paravision still operated to an extent. Through the fog of smoke the beach showed deserted as well. The girl ran across the lawn to the other side of the building and the gravel parking lot there – empty.

Lon followed her, holding his mangled arm and grunting. “We need to get out of here,” he told her. “The reason I’m powerless–”

As she turned to face him her eyes went wide. She sucked in a breath and leapt for him.

“Get down!” she yelled, taking him down with her onto the sharp gravel with no regard for his shoulder.

Ba-whu-whoom! A curtain of fire and glass, cement and wood splinters blasted through the smoke.

Valiant looked up through the pain to see a sheet of glass flying through the space he’d just been taking up. If he had been standing there – 

The girl put her palm on his forehead and pushed down. “There’s something else,” she said, and then another explosion went off, this one even closer than the last.

Shock wave! A wall of air lifted them up and threw them across the hotel lawn. He heard her cry out as she landed, but then he did, too. It felt like someone sledge hammered his shoulder. All his senses except touch blanked as agony jolted through him down to his feet.

He shouted his torment. Tears of pain ran down his face. Stop it, stop it! Get control! He was still alive. He needed to protect the girl!

Cracking his burning eyes open, he squinted back at the hotel. Everything was gone – leveled. Only piles of cement blocks and debris remained. A pea-soup haze of yellow dust left from disintegrating masonry swirled in a sour, choking cloud he could feel as distinct particles when he breathed. Where was the girl? Londo coughed through the filter of his hand as he peered around.

A hundred feet from him the ocean breeze lifted the dust-covered hem of her nightie, but she lay very still.

In his life he’d seen far too many other still bodies.

Cringing at the pain, he pulled himself up and tried to run to her. The best he could manage was a lopsided lope through the sea of crumbled brick and cement blocks. The girl lay face-down, surrounded by brick fragments and glass – and one desk phone, incongruously intact. Yellow dust coated all except for a tiny, liquid trickle of crimson running from under that thick mass of dust-caked hair.

Was she alive? He’d never before administered manual CPR. What if she had spinal injuries? Warily he reached for a pulse at her neck. There it was. How odd to feel such delicate movement. He watched. Her shoulders rose and fell. Deep breath; she moaned and started to raise up, coughed.

“Steady.” He put his hand on her shoulder. She seemed to twitch fully awake at his touch and jerked away from him. “Take it slow.” He realized he didn’t even know her name. He should ask – 

“L-Lina. Carolina O’Kelly.” She wiggled her fingers, testing, then pulled herself up, twisting to a sitting position. She batted at the air, trying to make a window through the gritty fog, and then gingerly patted the back of her head. “Ooo.”

Valiant one-handedly parted her hair to examine the wound. “Something caught you good,” he said. It was a nasty rip of a cut, already swelling blue-black and crusting blood. It needed antibiotics at the very least. Don’t alarm her. “It doesn’t look too bad, but we’ll keep an eye on it. Blurred vision? Double vision?” The girl slowly shook her head. “Anything else major?”

“Um... no. How about you?”

“I don’t think I have anything new to report.” Except that now the pain was maybe twice as much as it had been. Still he could smile to himself about one thing. Well, two. As she reached around to set herself straight and smooth her nightie back into place, Lina didn’t notice how that thin cotton, wet from where she’d fallen on dewed grass, let him see the shadows of her nipples underneath. He forced himself not to stare.

“Shoo,” she muttered as she slapped at the dust on herself. It left a pale yellow stain on her chemise. “I didn’t achieve Goal B-for-Bag. Maybe it’s time for Goal C-for-Cry? At least we managed to meet Goal A.”

“Goal A?”

“Getting out.”

“Ah. Très bien. Sorry about B.”

“I had some real clothes packed in it. This is not the way one wants to meet a parahero.”

He grinned and eased down next to her, carefully, carefully. “But it’s the way every parahero wants to meet a lady. Don’t sweat it. On some worlds, you’d be considered prudish to wear anything besides shoes and a hat. I don’t mind.”

“I bet. You’re really Va–? Are you sure you’re okay? You don’t look so well.”

Lon tried to feel how he felt. He was a norm now. His body seemed like he’d stepped into that of a stranger – of another species. He wasn’t supposed to feel pain. He wasn’t supposed to feel – anything. Suddenly there was an entire world pressing down on him with its presence, even invading his lungs, as well as a body that was screaming its wounding.

It wouldn’t do to let another know how much he hurt. If someone thought about it too long they’d realize the falseness of his ordinary life. And worst of all – he’d seen ordinary norms in far worse situations, braving their way toward survival despite impossible conditions. If he slacked now, Lina would think he was a coward. Hell, he’d think he was one, too.

He was no coward. No mere norm. He was a man, Valiant, and even as a norm he had duties he could never dream of ignoring.

“It’s hard to tell,” he hedged. “The shoulder is taking up all pain frequencies.” Valiant picked up the desk phone with his right hand and set it back down. Its cord was still intact and he swung it thoughtfully. “If I can find a jack for this, we can get a rescue squad out here, peut-être.” Asking for help was embarrassing, but sometimes it was all one could do. The important thing was Lina’s safety and health. Then his own.

He took a breath, then painfully rose and offered his good hand. Instead she shook her head and got up on her own, brushing off the chemise and her hair in great clouds of dust amidst the general yellow haze.

As he ran a hand through his own grimy hair, he swiped what he’d hoped was an unnoticed tear off his cheek. Push the pain back harder. This was no time to give in to human frailty. Maybe he could work his vest into a sling later.

The distant but distinctive sound of helicopter echoed in the yellow fog.

Local emergency systems wouldn’t have helicopters at their disposal.

Valiant twisted, trying to pinpoint the direction with his diminished hearing. “They’re coming.” He reached out to grasp Lina’s upper arm to lead her, but closed on only air as she stepped away.

“Who?”

“I ran into terrorists about three or four miles from here. They had very specialized munitions.”

Lina squeaked as her hand flew to her throat. “When I was in the shower I heard thunder–”

“That was them. And up close, the guns sound more like an atomic blast. They did a job on me.” He indicated his torn sleeve and reached again for her. Again she pulled away from his touch.

“It’s just–”

“It’s supposed to be indestructible,” he explained briskly. “Of course, so am I.” The melted metal remains of a computerized ring still held to the middle finger of his right hand, yet the skin wasn’t blistered. “I was getting ready to call for backup when they hit. C’mon, we’ve got to get out of here.”

She began to trail him just out of arm’s reach. Lina squinted at him before her face smoothed into understanding. “So the guns threw your cells into shock. No powers.”

“I barely managed to fly here before that gave out, too. I was hoping to find a phone and call the Network that way. But I spotted the fire, and then I saw you–”

“You saw me?”

“Vision powers are still on so far. Mostly. Can you run? We’ve got to make some time.”

––––––––
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LINA BLINKED TO COME back to the Real World and take in all this. He really was Valiant, and he was hurt. So many new things to think about; her head was spinning around that awful ache. But there was no excuse for hiding from reality when someone was in pain.

“Here I thought the management were just Nazis about guests stealing sheets.” She nodded at his arm as she sorted through new goals. “Let me fix that shoulder first.”

But again came the sound of the ‘copter, closer this time. She peered up into the dissipating fog. “Terrorists,” she whispered to herself.

“They’ll be coming to finish their job. I don’t think they get paid unless they can present a body.”

“Good god.”

“Are you coming?”

The extent of their situation hit Lina with the abruptness of an electric shock. Valiant had turned toward the beach and the easy, hard-packed sand route there, and she’d automatically begun to follow him. “I can work on your shoulder later.”

“I agree.” He asked hopefully, “Are you a medic?”

“Beggars can’t be–”

He began to trot.

“Valiant! Not that way.”

He turned toward her. She shook her arms to rid herself of the worst of the fear and exhaled in an oo, looking beyond Valiant and shaking her head.

“I see it,” she muttered to her guides, then directed her words at him and the beach. “The worst danger is that way.” She pointed in the opposite direction, into the forest, toward new Goal A: escape the whoevers who were after him. “There are nature trails that go way back into the island. We could keep to those or go into... the... woods...” She looked down to her feet and then up at Valiant in utter surprise. “I’m wearing my shoes. Did you–?”

“You’ll need ‘em,” Valiant replied. “D’accord, you’ve been right so far. We’ll take the trails and see how it goes.”

“But, Valiant–”

“The name’s Londo Rand. You can call me Londo. Or just Lon, since we’re going to be traveling together. C’mon, Lina. Move it.”

Reluctantly, she did. “But your arm–”

He grimaced despite his determination. “My arm can wait. Right now we run.”

“But–” They reached the first of the paths into the forest. Lina slowed down to look back uncertainly at Valiant. Obviously he was in great pain, but he pushed her with one hand to urge her forward.

More important than running was getting away from that touch! Lina sucked in her breath. Maybe he hadn’t noticed her jump from it. She didn’t want to look stupid in front of Valiant. She didn’t want to die in front of him, either.

“No arguments. Shut up and run,” he ordered. So together they fled down the pebbled pathway into the deepening forest.
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Lina was in good shape and kept up with the now-powerless Valiant as they logged a quick half-mile, then a mile. His shoulder didn’t seem to slow him. He cursed as an occasional hard step joggled it. Sometimes he cursed in French. He was from Montreal, after all.

Lina hurt just from the glass still embedded in her and that throbbing lump on the back of her head. Please-please-please – With every stride she wished that they could take a rest so she could do what she could for the both of them. Valiant ordered them to a walk every few minutes, but he kept them at a quick pace. Lina was out of breath and so was he.

This was all wrong! Valiant should be flying heroically across the sky, or leading a troupe of paraheroes, or maybe the entire United States Army, into action. This was Valiant, the number-one hero ever. Ever! (Well, maybe tied with his father, Maximus.)

He should be uprooting trees barehanded and flinging them like javelins toward their pursuers. He should be ripping great canals into the soil of the island and letting the sea fill them, cutting those goons off with a giant moat. And she should be watching it all safely at home in front of a TV.

But this wasn’t TV, and this Valiant had to be a little stronger than a norm still, or how could he run so hard with his injury? This Valiant was certainly taller than he looked on the tube. He stood inches higher than she, and she wasn’t used to having to look up to that many people. Solidly – no, heroically built, his skin was a honey brown, with medium-length hair that was dark underneath all that dust.

The explosion had laid a sheet of dirty yellow over the familiar Valiant costume of gray shirt, black leather pants, boots and black hunter’s vest. Now with movement it was flaking off. And of course the small circular silver pin closed the shirt’s neck. It flashed color and pattern as he moved. She wondered what it was. It always seemed just a little white dot in pictures.

The unreality of celebrity sighting tried to disguise real exhaustion and that horrible pain in her head. Lina clung to her goals for clarity. Don’t think; just run. Except – 

“Rest break,” she dared. They must have come over five miles already. She wasn’t prepared for a marathon and Valiant couldn’t be used to this, even without the band of agony he was broadcasting. Mustn’t let him overextend himself in these circumstances. “Please.”

“D’accord. Five minutes.”

A short log bench marked a curve in the path just ahead. Lina sank onto its far end. Valiant reached out with his right hand to lean on a tree branch, but it broke as he touched it. As his injured arm slammed into the tree trunk, he cried out horribly. He squatted on the path, grinding his teeth, and hugged his limp arm against himself. “Goddam marde-sucking skurn!” His body shook from his head to his boots.

“That’s it!” Lina growled. She sat down cross-legged beside him. “We’re doing something about that shoulder right now.”

Valiant started to protest.

“Be quiet,” she said and shoved his good shoulder down before he could stand up. “Let me help. We won’t be going much farther unless we get this fixed.”

He finally relaxed under her hand, so she kept it there through sheer determination. Maybe that way he would sit there for a while at least.

“It’s dislocated,” he said. “Hurts like hell. And running isn’t doing it any good.”

“I know, and you know what I’ll have to do. Give me a few minutes to catch my breath and I’ll take care of it.” She snatched her hand back from him. Apparently her determination wasn’t that strong.

Valiant grunted. “Do you have any experience at all?”

“Do you see anyone else around here who has more? No, I’ve never done this but I’ve seen it done. On TV.”

He groaned.

She gave him a steely stare in return. “Or we could ask one of those nice terrorists to do this.”

Oh god, terrorists. How were they traveling, what did they look like? They wanted Valiant dead! If she could just help him, they’d be all right. Valiant always came through. People were always safe around Valiant.

He leaned back against the tree, rolling his eyes to Heaven. “It has to be set exactly right,” he finally said. “When my powers come back, there won’t be a second chance.”

She nodded solemnly. “I’ll ask your shoulder to guide me.”

“Comment?”

“Your shoulder knows how it’s supposed to connect.”

She couldn’t tell if the sound he made was a groan or a curse. “Listen,” he said, “do you want me to catch you a snake so you can hold it over me and dance, eh?” The next sound he made was definitely a snort. “Eye of newt and lizard lips.”

“If I were in your position, I wouldn’t be so smart with someone who had just offered to help.” Now that she was breathing normally, Lina knew he’d be ordering her to run again unless she worked on him right now. She’d gotten mad at his stubbornness so of course he was mad back. This wouldn’t accomplish anything.

“I’m sorry,” she lied as she focused herself to calm. “It’s just that we don’t–”

He held up his hand in a “stop” gesture as he twisted, every feature alert.

Gas motor. Coming closer.

“Kicking frickurnen,” he muttered, or that’s what it sounded like.

“We’ve got to get–” Lina began, but Valiant had already grabbed her. He pulled her into the forest with his good hand, so swiftly she couldn’t even think of getting away.

The motor became much louder all too fast. Valiant pushed her to the forest floor, scooped up foul-smelling, leafy humus, and dumped it all over her. Then he dropped and, with groans he couldn’t withhold, did his one-handed best to cover himself in the same way.

He glanced at her. In one quick movement he spat into his hand, rubbed it in the dirt, and scoured Lina’s face with what she supposed was a dulling coat of ick.

They lay mere inches from each other, facing the path through the undergrowth. “Now quiet,” he growled at her.

Irritation kicked through her fear. What was she, an idiot? There was no time to argue as a dark green ATV vroomed up the path toward them. Two men in camo, dark face paint, and big guns manned it. Equipment bristled from under straps on a mini-trailer.

With a squeal of brakes, the ATV came to a halt. Right in front of them. Had they given themselves away? Lina couldn’t breathe. Her heart pounded as if it would burst. Her body vibrated with the force of it.

The two terrorists held a terse English conversation filled with abbreviations and slang of the trade: “coord another LP,” “flag the DR-m and give it a double lick.” Apparently they were setting up a post of some kind. Silently Lina cursed them.

**Kicking bastard mercenaries. More organized than I expected,** Valiant thought next to her, focused enough to broadcast.

Lina watched the mercs unload the equipment. They didn’t act like they’d seen them. Instead they set up a vertical dish on a tripod, fumbling with some of the connections. Now their language consisted of four-letter words and variants thereof, delivered in Aussie accents.

**I don’t see any sleeping rolls or cooking equipment,** she telepathed to Valiant.

He jumped. A clump of leaves avalanched off him. Luckily, the scrape of equipment and mutters ahead of them covered the sound, and the men were looking in the other direction.

**Christ!** Valiant stared at her. **A telepath.**

**They don’t seem like they’re setting up camp. Does that mean this is temporary? They’ll leave eventually?**

Valiant’s mouth opened and closed. **I’ve teamed with telepaths enough to know how it works: I talk to myself as loudly as I can, and you pick it up if you’re listening, right?** His attention returned to the men. **Oui, that’s a listening post. Doesn’t look permanent. I estimate fifteen minutes to a half hour. They’ll hear what they can hear and then head on. We’ll move off then.**

So they lay and waited. And waited. The two mercs put on headphones. Then they silently aimed the dish into the forest and checked their instruments. Every minute or so they’d turn the dish slightly.

Out of the corner of her straight-ahead view Lina watched a beetle make a tour of Valiant’s face, just to disappear into his hair. The hero never moved anything other than his eyes, trying to track it as it crossed his nose.

Then it was her turn. Something crawled very slowly across her back. She scrunched her muscles so she wouldn’t shudder. Think about something else. Anything. Nice little bug. He wouldn’t bite her, would he?

She took a step back from the real world, then another one just for more distance. No bugs there. No mercenaries, either. No guns. No fear. She began to drift...

**Stop!** Valiant commanded her.

Lina’s awareness popped back to reality. **What was I doing?**

**Moving your head. Up and down.**

She gave herself a grimace. Stupid Muttbutt. **Sorry. I had “Into the Woods” going through my mind. You know, “Into the woods you have to go, you must begin the journey.” I think that was my guides telling me that we have to get off the – **

**Obviously,** he retorted and let a beat pass. **Tell me why you’re here.**

**Why–? Because you pushed me down.**

**How did you get here? What brought you here now? I need to know that you’re not tied up in any of this.**

He must have shifted and done something to his shoulder because he sucked in a great, silent breath as all the muscles in his face and neck contracted.

The mercs repositioned their dish so it pointed directly past their heads.

Lina thought her hands were well-hidden. Within her mind she reached for white light, centered her chakras in it, and pictured Valiant’s etheric body – his shoulder – under her fingers. She could do a rough remote healing at least. She willed warm energy into him.

**How’s that feel?** she asked.

He didn’t move. **Is that you? Are you doing that?** Though his position didn’t change, Lina thought he was relaxing, sinking deeper into his pile of humus. **How–? Crisse, I can feel that.**

One of the mercs looked around, obviously bored with his job. His gaze dropped to the forest floor just off to Lina’s left. If he looked closer... Lina felt dizzy as the fear rushed back full force.

**Let me worry about them. You tell me now. Everything.**

She kept her eyes riveted on the two men facing her as again they shifted the dish’s position by a few degrees, this time to Lina’s right. Though she never said a word out loud, she explained haltingly to Valiant how she’d gotten a phone call saying that a travel agent had underbooked and she could win a vacation to exotic Tiawa if she could leave immediately and make her own way to LA.

**A blind call?**

She told him that she’d checked with various agencies to make sure that this one was on the up-and-up, and how she’d recently had a few clients – **Come to think of it, they’ve all been new clients,** she mused – give her rave reviews about this particular agency. **I just assumed that they’d gotten my name from one of my regulars.**

**Clients.**

**Psychic readings.**

**Ah. Here we go.**

The mercs had said something Lina hadn’t caught, and now they began to disassemble their equipment. They packed it securely in the trailer, radioed someone who answered back with a static-y male voice, and then took off farther in the direction they’d been traveling.

The two of them waited a few minutes before they shook themselves out of their hiding place. Lina opened her mouth to tell Valiant that it was time to see to his shoulder, but he just steadied his sore arm with his good hand and waved her across the path with his chin.

“Into the woods,” he ordered her.

“But–”

“Four more ATVs heading this way. I want us deep in the woods by the time they get here. If we want out of this mess, we’ve got to stop hiding and put some miles between us and them.” The stare he gave her was steely. “We must begin the journey.”
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SHE HAD TO HELP HIM as they trampled through the rough terrain of the jungle. Farther and farther from the path, they pushed through wads of ferns, through sticky spider webs anchored by hanging vines. Some of the vines had needle-like thorns and somewhere out there an animal scurried through the undergrowth. Though he grimaced in disgust at himself each time he did so, Valiant whimpered when he had to slap at mosquitoes.

“Guess we should have gone by beach instead,” Lina muttered. She felt stupid for bringing Valiant this horrible, dangerous way. In addition to it all, she was responsible for his shoulder. If she’d let him go first down the rope, he wouldn’t be hurt.

“No, you were right about that. That’s the first route they took, the easiest. Next they take the easy inland routes – the paths and roads – until they establish a search perimeter.”

“And then?”

He frowned as if he considered more possibilities than he was telling. “And then they start moving into the woods. Working backward.”

“Valiant, how long–”

“Londo.” He stopped, slightly out of breath more from the pain then the exertion, and gave her a don’t-argue-with-me look. “My name is Londo.”

“How long before they start coming our way?”

He began to shrug and must have thought the better of it. “Sais pas. I don’t know. I don’t know how big this operation is. Is Terry just after me, or something more? Maybe it’s all terrorist war games, and I’m just a bonus.”

“Who’s he?”

“Who?”

“Terry.”

“She. Teresa Rhodes. Major mover and shaker on the terrorist supply circuit.”

“Oh.” Lina had never heard the name.

But Valiant wasn’t going to explain. Instead he turned and took a step in the direction they’d been moving, but stepped on a rock and stumbled. He winced with a withheld gasp. From his twitches she could almost trace the shot of pain as it jolted through him.

“What we’re doing now,” Lina commanded, “is taking care of that shoulder.”

“Not now.”

“We can’t do it if we’re hiding, Valiant.”

He shook his head violently, as if shaking the pain off. “I said, call me Londo.”

Lina stuck her chin out in defiance. “I will if you let me work on it. Besides,” she cajoled as he didn’t look convinced, “I’ve got some glass in me that I’d like to attend to.”

Sure enough, that decided it. She’d always imagined that he was chivalrous. He turned back to her with a reluctant nod. “You’re going to do that whatever you did back there?” he asked. “I could feel that. It was warm.”

“No, this calls for a different technique at first,” she told him. “I’ll need a snake and lots of lizard lips.”

That got a chuckle out of him. He seemed to relax. His glance slid over her body, then up to her face, meeting her eyes. How sharp and bright his eyes were, as if he could see right through her. This wasn’t some man on TV; Valiant was real. She looked away and pretended to take in their surroundings.

“D’accord,” he said, “I may have deserved that. Now say it.”

“L – Londo.”

“There. Not so hard.”

Getting the vest off him proved difficult and unnecessarily painful, so they left his shirt on. From the way the shoulder didn’t fit right she could tell that it must be awfully swollen under there. Londo leaned against a tree to provide support and even out their height difference.

“This may be a little rough,” Lina warned him.

Lon sucked in his breath as Lina eased his arm to a level position, then braced it under her own arm. She held it lightly just below the shoulder.

“Do it!” He hissed at her hesitation.

“I need to match your etheric field perfectly,” she replied with all the authority she could muster. Sue had taught her always to keep the client calm and informed. Lina tightened her grip, pulled out – twisted – and eased the shoulder back in.

Londo yelled and tried to jump away despite the tree at his back, but she kept him firmly in her grasp.

“Agh, f – , aw christ,” he groaned. She released him. “Next time, try to make it hurt a little more.” He heaved a sigh and slid down the tree. “Sorry. I mean, it feels much better.” But he was panting.

“The worst part’s over. I know what I’m doing now,” Lina said. She sat on her knees next to him and placed both hands lightly on his swollen shoulder in proper position. “Hot for pain again, then cold for swelling.”

“Make it quick. We need to be moving.”

She should tell him out loud he was being tyrannical – many non-Southern men didn’t understand the significance of the baleful Gaze of Doom she gave him – but didn’t. “The healing will be incomplete. I’ll have to finish it later. All you have to do now is relax and talk while I work, okay?”

“Yes, mother. Skurny marde, I can feel that. This must be what a hot compress feels like.” His chin dropped as the tension lessened. “Is it always like this? Do norms go through this pain every day?”

“Dislocated shoulders aren’t that common,” Lina said.

He grunted affirmation but it also seemed to be a cover for a groan. She told his cells to relax and let her work.

“Is this doing anything for my... other condition?” he asked hopefully.

Goodness, she’d actually forgotten that for a moment. “I think I’d need a lot more time to fix that,” she told him. “Maybe a few hours or more someplace where I could concentrate and figure things out. And well, it’s not like I’m a doctor. These methods aren’t guaranteed. Oh right, I was supposed to tell you that before we started. Psychic ethics, you know.”

“Hmf.” He shifted but at least this time he didn’t look like it caused him agony. “We’re making toward safety as it is. Once we reach it, you’ll get that time you need.”

He looked at her strangely, like he had other ideas for how he’d spend safe time. But he couldn’t be thinking anything like that. Lina reminded herself of her Muttbutt loser status.

“Please,” she said as she worked, “tell me what’s going on. I don’t think you’re here on vacation?”

He shook his head with a grim set to his mouth. “Mais non, I was tracking Terry. She’s been too quiet lately. I think she gets more insane every time I see her – and I run into her every few months. She’s into aiding large-scale terrorism, and I just happened to catch wind back in New York that she was planning something big and soon, somewhere.” He gave little laugh. “Not much to go on. An informant of mine got me a lead that pointed here.”

Lina struggled to keep her mind on both the conversation and the healing. “Terrorism in the tropics? I didn’t think there was any religious war here. This is a pretty out-of-the-way place.”

“Oui. French Polynesia; this is about as out of the way as it gets. Which island is this? Bora-Bora? No, this isn’t–”

“Tiawa,” Lina said.

He nodded. “Ah oui, Tiawa. Let’s just say that my informant is my informant no more. This was obviously a set-up.” Londo’s eyes darkened as his eyebrows drew together. His nose wrinkled in distaste. “Obviously. I should have realized... I could have taken some precautions.”

“But you didn’t, so there’s no need to worry about woulda-coulda now,” Lina told him. She shifted to brace his shoulder so she could reach the muscles in back better. Under the subtle gray-on-gray stripes, warm flesh filled the satiny shirt. Her hands touched firm muscle and not just an image on a TV screen. This was a being as real as she was. Here was Valiant, really and truly in person!

She forced her mind back to what she was doing as well as what he was saying. This was no time for star-struck mooning, as if she were some kind of stupid para-groupie. Her membership in the Valiant Fan Club had expired years ago. Snap out of it! It was just that he looked exactly like his pictures only more so, and here he was in person – so incredibly handsome and heroic. Hell, he’d come to her rescue! A pleasure of warmth washed through her at the thought. Maybe reality wasn’t that bad.

“You said this Terry was a terrorist...” she prompted.

“Usually she targets scientific or arms materiel for resale. Every now and then she comes after me. Who can understand Terry? Sometimes she acts like... like... And sometimes she’s determined to kill me.” His voice lowered to a confidential level. “We used to be an item – before I realized how crazy she was. En fait, I was crazy in my own way back then.”

“Crazy? You?” The warmth in Lina’s hands had slacked off with her inattention. She summoned the healing energy again and Londo shifted to get more comfortable.

“Eh bien, I was a little – no, a lot desperate. And frustrated as hell. I was–” His mouth worked and he turned his face entirely from her.

Lina returned to her position in front. She was ready to start the cooling phase of the healing, but she hesitated. She needed to reassure him somehow. Ordinarily the healer could give a neutral touch on the arm. The healer/client relationship could be misunderstood, she’d been taught, so always be extra careful to be neutral. But though she could touch if she had to in order to heal, she couldn’t touch to reassure someone. She had to keep her distance. Instead she put the reassurance into her voice.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me, Londo. But you should know that I’m an ordained priest. Anything you say to me in confidence will stay that way.”

“Good lord!” Lon exclaimed with a laugh. “I mean, good grief. A psychic healer and a priest. They let you become a priest? I mean, the church and psychics...” Again he eyed her up and down. “Not to mention the female thing–”

She blushed at the perusal and hoped he didn’t notice. “There’s no church involved; it’s not that kind of order. Most of the members are psychics of some kind. Psychic work is illegal in a lot of places, you know. But if you can say that you’re practicing your religion–”

“Ordination to escape prosecution–”

“I can understand that there’re a lot of so-called psychics out there fleecing people, but there are more who are trying to help, and they’re getting harassed by the legal system.”

“So you all set up a phony order.” Sensing illegal activity, Londo was beginning to sound more like Valiant with each passing moment.

Lina’s defenses sprang into full operation. “It’s not phony! It’s legitimate. I’ve never met a member who wasn’t an honest person – well, pretty much as people go. And quite a few Near Death survivors swear that the Order’s got an excellent reputation on the Other Side.”

“Oh, the Other Side. Now I know I’m talking to a gen-u-ine psychic,” Londo drawled.

Lina forced herself to calm down. Healing a client while upset was unprofessional and counterproductive. Primly she placed her hands on his shoulder in proper position and summoned a cooling energy. “Surely in your business you know lots of psychics. You must deal with all kinds of people.”

“I told you, call me Londo,” he said, and they both chorused, “Don’t call me Shirley.”

“Old joke.” Lina wrinkled her nose for his efforts.

“Not that old. Psychics. Well, I know one telepath very well, but she’s not from Earzh. I’ve never heard her say anything about guides or the Other Side or psychic healing.”

“Golly day, what kind of telepath is she?”

“Highly trained.”

Lina made a rude noise. “It doesn’t sound like it. I’m a Sagittarian; I talk first and think later, and so I usually tell my clients about guides and such. Maybe what she’s highly trained in is not saying weird things in front of people who don’t want to understand.”

Was he looking to the heavens, or was that a half-roll of his eyes? “She’s always seemed very skilled to me. D’accord, what’s this order about?”

She changed her hand positions and gave a tentative smile. “About fifteen years old.” The smile he returned was relaxed and generous. “Really, the only requirement for joining is that if someone asks you for help, that’s what you give them.”

“C’est tout? That’s it?”

“Isn’t that enough? I mean, it’s pretty close to what you do for a living, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so. Close enough.” Londo rotated his shoulder under her hands. She clucked a warning. “And I guess that I shouldn’t question the motives of anyone who can do what you’ve done with this shoulder.”

“How’s it feeling? I’m doing a feedback loop on it and it seems to me like it’s getting there.”

“What does that mean, that you’re feeling what I feel?”

“Something like that. To make sure that I’m doing it right.” She shook her hands out away from the two of them, wishing she had some salt water to rinse her arms. “Tell you what, I’ll stop it there and we’ll finish up later. I’ve got some pieces of glass in me that are driving me crazy. How about you?”

Londo said, “Most just bounced off my clothes.” He flexed his spine and shoulders, testing. “Oh. Ah oui, I think I may have some still, too. Ouch, in my neck.” He reached around with his good hand and picked something out, glancing at it before he threw it to the ground.

“I can work on the cuts later,” Lina said, twisting to get at that annoying piece of glass in the center of her back. She cursed under her breath as she couldn’t reach it.

“Something stuck?” Londo asked, and she nodded. “Here, let me try.” He touched her back.

Lina flinched as if he’d shocked her with a live wire. “Ow! Yes, that’s it. I think you just drove it in deeper.”

“Pardon! I’m not used to this level of strength yet. You’re going to have to... give me access.” He paused. “Oh hell, I won’t look.” Damn it anyway.

She waited a second and then turned her back to him. She slipped the tiny straps off her shoulders and eased the chemise down in front so that it cleared her back.

Lon brushed her long auburn hair out of the way. It was thick and ropy and just a little frizzed, as if the curl were natural. She hadn’t had a chance to brush it since it dried. “Voici, here it is,” he said. “Hang on.” He picked at the sliver of glass, about four inches above her waist. She held herself stiff and trembling. “I’m trying to be as gentle as I can. Did I tell you yet that you’re very pretty?”

“Very f-funny,” she said through gritted teeth. “I believe you had just gotten off-subject so you w-wouldn’t have to tell me how you came to be here in your particular condition.”

“Got it. Whups, it’s bleeding. Let me apply pressure for a minute and then you can cover up.” He passed the sliver to her for her inspection and tried to peer over her clenched shoulders before he remembered that he’d promised not to. “Where was I?”

“T-Terry Whatsherface.”

“Ah oui. Like I said, I ran into Terry Rhodes. But she was waiting for me with a trap and about a hundred armed mercenaries. I’m usually very careful, especially when it comes to Terry – she’s damned crafty – but I didn’t even notice most of the bastards until it was too late. They sucker-blasted me with some über-bazooka, and suddenly I’m losing power and on the run, fast as I can. I even had my ParaNet cell out to signal for help, but the gun disintegrated it – and made a mess of my Legion com-ring as well. It was sheer luck that I managed to get away. I don’t know what she thinks she can get out of me this time. I mean, my powers will return. It’s just a lucky coincidence that I happened to see you before they gave out completely.”

“So everything’s out except your v-vision?”

“Mm,” he growled a positive response. “In an emergency you use what you’ve got. I looked everywhere for someplace to get myself together, call for help. I wandered around the empty hotel pretty damn dazed until it felt like something was going to happen. Then I saw the fire and then I saw you–”

“And you came running to my rescue. Thanks.” As soon as he released his fingers from her back, Lina scooted away to secure her chemise. “I wouldn’t put much into that coincidence theory of yours, though,” she said. “Well, from your point of view finding some bystander is a fluke, but from mine it was the difference between life and death. Besides, there’s no such thing as coincidence. Maybe you should reexamine the situation.”

“What do you mean?”

She fluffed out her hair, getting rid of more dust and grit as she turned back to him. Londo reminded himself to keep his eyes on her face, not on what were shifting around, pressing against the bodice of her nightgown.

“Oh, I don’t know.”

Almost offhandedly she began to pick out little pieces of glass from her arms. How could someone be so insensitive to pain? Londo had relearned today all about hurting. He didn’t think he would need another lesson for the rest of his life.

And yet Lina continued to peel off the slivers with nary a wince. “All the tourists and workers disappearing from the hotel but me. Ouch.”

That “ouch” made him feel better. Perhaps he hadn’t acted like a baby in front of a beautiful woman after all. Would she mind if he ran his hands up her legs to help her look for glass shards? Images began to fill his mind about just how helpful he could be. Just lendin’ a neighborly hand, ma’am. He wore a cowboy hat, boots with spurs, and nothing else. She wore her tiny white nightie that – oops! – somehow fell down around her ankles....

Lina continued, “I’m here because I just happened to win a vacation. From people recommended to me by clients that I’ve only started seeing within the last six weeks. And then when the hotel’s about to blow to smithereens, poof! There you are.” She shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t know what it all means, but it certainly sounds like something’s up. Oww.” She gingerly touched the back of her head at that swelling.

Immediately Londo returned to the real world. “Let me see,” he said and examined the site. The swelling was more extensive than before. He didn’t like the way it looked, but then he never liked injuries of any kind. Norms shouldn’t get injured. They died all too easily. He thrust two fingers in front of her face. “How many?”

“Two.”

“Are they blurred? Do you feel dizzy?”

“What, you think I’ve got a concussion?”

“Just being cautious,” he told her. Concussions were tricky things. He’d have to keep an eye on her.

“I don’t think it’s a concussion,” Lina said. “My guides are giving me the thumbs up.”

“Guides. Where’d they get their medical degrees?” Londo leaned back and picked at his own skin, examining blue bruised patches there. Bruises – him! He lifted the shoulder of his shirt to scowl at the swollen, discolored mass that used to be a good shoulder. He didn’t like this. He didn’t like being a norm.

Lina tilted her head as if listening to someone not there. “They say they attended Wattsamotta U.”

That made Lon laugh despite himself. “Them and Bullwinkle, I get it. They really say that?”

“No, I just made that up.” She sat back on her heels, plucking a final splinter of glass off her legs. “I’m done,” she announced, watching him as he flexed his arm and rotated it experimentally. “How are you feeling?”

“Ahem. Ben, it seems I owe you an apology – a big apology. I guess snakes and lizard lips work after all. It feels almost as good as new.” The tiny lie made him feel better. Valiant didn’t do pain.

“I take it we need to be moving along. At the next rest stop I’ll see if I can’t do more. I’ll heal up some of those cuts.” She gestured at his face.

Londo ran a tentative touch over his face and came away with dirt, bits of leaves and spider webs... and grainy bits of dried blood. “I’m bleeding.” He opened and closed his mouth a few times before determinedly clamping it shut. Valiant didn’t bleed either.

“You were,” Lina reassured him. “Nothing’s bleeding any more as far as I can tell. It’ll wash off, if we can find some water.”

“D’accord. I’m just not used to being a norm, if you’ll excuse the expression. Which way?”

“How should I know?”

“You’re the one with the guides.”

“And you’re the one with the para-vision. All my guides tell me is to move north, north, north, and I have no idea which direction that is.”

“North is that way,” Londo pointed. He stood up uncertainly before he found his balance. When he reached down to pull her up, she ignored his hand and stood on her own. “And I meant it when I said you were pretty – very pretty. That’s a nice dress, too. A little thin, even for this climate, non?”

Lina knew that she’d started to blush and tried to hold her arms nonchalantly to cover her chest. “Perhaps I should have stopped and changed into something more formal back at the hotel.”

“T’inquiète pas; don’t worry about it,” he said. He took a sighting through the forest for direction. Mercs there, there, spreading out there. He turned back to her and reached behind himself for her to take his hand.

Lina said, “I think we’ll need both our hands to get through this.”

With a nod, he led the way.
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They kept to the deep forest. Sometimes they had to force their way through brush that slapped at them as they squeezed by. Now and then a wide canopy of densely-rooted banyan trees let so little growing light through that the forest floor cleared enough for them to run.

Skitterings through the humus hinted at the large rat population, and Lina wished even one of her cats were along to scare off the critters. Terrorists and her cats? She took it back. At least the cats were back home and safe. Unlike her.

“There’s steady traffic on all the footpaths I can see,” Londo reported. “Someone should charge a toll.”

They had no choice but to keep to the woods. At last the two of them came upon a stream. Londo pronounced it reasonably safe, and Lina checked its vibes to see what “reasonably” was; she’d never had to check anything like that before. She saw “reasonably” rather graphically illustrated in her focused imagination: don’t drink too much or you’ll regret it a few hours later. Best not to drink any, but they needed to rehydrate. So they drank a little and cleaned up as much as they could, but it was quick and Londo insisted that they be off to put as much space between themselves and danger as possible.

From then on they stopped briefly whenever they came to water, but almost not long enough to catch their breath. Lon kept track of the
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