
        
            [image: cover]
        


The Alcantaran Key

 


Terry Compton

 


Published by Terry Compton at Smashwords

 


Copyright 2011 Terry Compton

 


Cover images courtesy of NASA & ESA

Covers by Joleene Naylor

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.
Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


This is a work of fiction. All characters or
incidents are a figment of the author's imagination and any
resemblance to any incident or any person living or dead is purely
coincidental.

 


 



 


 


 


Dedication

 


Dedicated to the two of the most beautiful
women in my life, my wife, Linda and my daughter, Jennifer; both,
of whom worked so hard to help edit, encourage and keep me
writing.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


Ron Calvin was steaming in more ways than
one. He had been in the space port terminal here on Fen Avholog for
over two hours. It was hot in the terminal because there was no air
conditioning and no breeze coming in the open windows or doors. It
was a typical summer afternoon in a tropical climate with lots of
heat and humidity. Everyone was moving as little as possible.

Everything in the terminal was run down and
looked worn out. There were pictures of 'The Grand Sultan' on all
the walls and they were the only thing that came close to being new
but even they were showing signs of their age. The Grand Sultan was
a dictator and held his subjects under an iron rule. The posters
and pictures tried to make him appear as a benevolent ruler but the
local people knew better. The clerks were rude and uncooperative
which put Ron in the mood to do them physical harm. He was
restraining himself because he, Tik Michi and Gusissi Ugde Ghaolh,
or Gus as he was better known, wanted to trade; and if he caused
problems now, their chance for trade might be gone. Another reason
he kept his temper in check was because of the two heavily armed
guards that were leaning against the counter.

They were also waiting for a ship from the
Dar Es Salaam Traders to show up. Hopefully, the Traders were
bringing the coordinates of their home planets. Ron was from Earth
in the Milky Way Galaxy and he was the last one of the trio who had
been kidnapped by the Challekan Traders of Elgebar V. He had been
on their mother ship for two years before they escaped in an
ancient Alcantaran spaceship named the Galactic Antiquarian. The
Challekan Traders, or Bugs as they were better known, had worked on
the spaceship for years and hadn't been able to crack any of her
secrets. They had only been able to penetrate one level of the
spaceship when the trio had been given the chance to try to crack
the secrets. They had not only been able to crack the secrets of
"Auntie" (their nickname for the Galactic Antiquarian); but also
had managed to appropriate a small amount of fuel and supplies from
the Bug's mother ship, learned to fly her and used her to escape.
Through a series of adventures, they had found a source of fuel for
Auntie, located a deposit of silver on an asteroid and then traded
that silver for a load of trade goods on Europaische in the Kita
Kinabula Galaxy. It was there that Kota Kinabula, a fellow kidnapee
on the Bugs mother ship, had caught up to them after his escape.
Kota was a Dar Es Salaam Trader and had used his contacts to search
for Ron's, Tik's and Gus's home planets. One of his contacts was
supposed to be here today or tomorrow with the coordinates to those
planets.

Tik interrupted his thoughts when she
broadcast a thought with ESP, "What's the hold up in there? Are we
going to get the permit to do some trading or what?"

Tik was the second one of the trio kidnapped
by the Bugs and had the shortest temper. She was a magician with
computers but still had a lot of rough edges when dealing with
people. Tik was a Mis'stear from the planet Vesta IV in the
Melpomene Galaxy. She had been on the Bug's mother ship for three
years and she was definitely getting impatient to get back home to
see her family.

Ron sent a thought back, "Another 15 minutes
and things are going to boil over here. This rube of a clerk has
been jerking me around and, to top it off, he's super rude. He's
about to get his comeuppance. I'm 62 years old and I have no
patience with rude government employees of any species."

"What do you have in mind?" Tik asked with a
sudden interest because she felt some action coming.

"Gus has played ghost before, so I thought he
could switch on his shield to invisible and come on in to have some
fun. There are two armed guards in here who need to take a nap. It
would help if you came in, too. You could mention that Alcantaran
ghosts don't like rude clerks or guards. I'll play along like I'm
sorry you mentioned the ghosts. After we talk them up a little, Gus
can scare the bejibbers out of the clerks in here. Gus can send his
terror feeling about the giant spiders from the Bug's mother ship.
That seemed to really add to the effectiveness of this ruse
before," Ron broadcast to both of them.

They both agreed to the plan. They were ready
for action after a two week trip on Auntie. They had practiced with
their knives, swords and other weapons but they wanted to be moving
some of the trade goods. They were still making up their minds
about whether to keep trading or to go back to their home planets
for good.

Tik walked in the door and Ron knew that Gus
would be somewhere behind her. With his personal shield turned on
and set to invisible, even he and Tik couldn't see him. Gus had
been the first one kidnapped over 4 years ago from his home planet
of Prokne in Coddington's Nebula. He was a Sandghost and noted for
his good nature but four years is a long time. He wanted to get
their trading done, and as soon as they had the coordinates, head
for their home planets.

Tik walked up to the counter to talk to one
of the clerks there. The clerks looked like the cartoon character
Mr. Frog. They had a short, stumpy, frog-like body with extra-long
legs. The head had a frog look as well, except the mouth was full
of sharp teeth which gave them an evil look when they smiled. The
clerks had on a uniform with a high, tight collar and tight pants.
It accented their peculiarity to the point it would have been funny
if it wasn't so hot and humid. The three hour wait didn't add to
the humor either. The guards on the end of the counter were like
larger versions of the clerks. When you added blaster rifles and
pistols, the evil look was even more sinister.

Tik didn't care how sinister they looked; she
was not the type to take being ignored lightly. She made an 'ahem'
sound several times with no results. Finally, she said evenly,
"Excuse me. I need some information."

One of the clerks who was standing idly by
and talking to two others slowly turned around and insolently
sneered, "Can't you see we are busy. Go wait your turn; we'll call
when we have time."

Tik's tail went up into the 'fighting' mode
position. Ron could feel the anger from where he sat across the
room. Tik answered angrily, "And just how long will it be until
you're caught up enough to answer a question?"

The snooty clerk turned his head and replied,
"We'll let you know when we get finished. Don't bother us anymore
until we call you!"

Tik whirled around from the counter and the
two guards moved into a ready position. If she made a threatening
move, those deadly rifles would be pointed right at her in an
instant. She proclaimed in a loud voice as she advanced to where
Ron was sitting, "It's a good thing the Alcantaran ghosts aren't
around here. There would be some people that would change their
minds right quick."

Ron's gasp caught the attention of the clerks
and guards. They started paying attention but just out of the
corner of their eyes. Ron quickly and loudly proclaimed, "I wish
you hadn't said that! Now you'll have the ghosts in here. They seem
to be following us anyway, and now, those poor devils over there
will suffer for it!"

The guards immediately became more alert and
were searching the room with their eyes. Ron could feel Gus and Tik
sending the waves of terror through ESP. He continued, "They
haven't hurt us but I'd just as soon hug one of those big spider
things that went on the killing rampage awhile back. Those suckers
were three feet across and could jump across this room in two
jumps. And those big fangs with their poison….Why everybody that
got bit only lasted about a minute."

Tik joined in, "Yeah, I'm sorry I brought
them up. Those spider creatures are just like a kid's teddy bear
compared to the Alcantaran ghosts. They give me the shivers just
thinking about them."

Ron could see the talk about the spiders was
getting more of the clerks interested and the guards were even more
nervously searching the room. He found out later that there was a
species of the same type of spider on this planet. They only grew
to about two feet across and it took half a day to die when they
bit you but they were greatly feared in this area. Ron had brought
in some of the silver trinkets they had made with the molds they
had found in Auntie. He had used them very effectively on
Europaische but the frog-like clerks here had ignored them. He
pulled one of them out and was carelessly playing with it. He said,
"I'm sure glad I have this. If you have a ring of these around, I
hear the ghosts won't cross it to get to you. Do you remember those
two Nodac-Liujian traders that crossed the ghosts? I can still hear
their screams. I've never heard such terror!"

Ron now had the attention of everyone in the
room. They were all focused on him and trying to look under desks,
chairs and cabinets at the same time. The guards had a death grip
on their weapons and had turned much paler. Ron used ESP to signal
Gus to knock the papers and books off a cabinet behind the
guards.

Gus knocked them to the floor. When the books
smacked the floor, the guards whirled to see what was behind them.
A paper was still falling and the guard on the right blasted it
with his rifle. The paper disappeared in a flash of flame and the
charge hit the floor where it gouged a big groove out. There was an
immediate stench of burning paper and wood, as well as the smell of
ozone. The clerks jumped from their desks, knocking over chairs as
they stampeded together. They were standing back to back looking
from floor to ceiling for danger. At the sound of the crashing
chairs, the guard on the left whirled to the noise. The clerks let
out a shriek as the rifle pointed at them. The barrels of both
guards were sweeping the area around the fallen books and the
fallen chairs, ready to blast holes in anything that moved.

Tik cried out, "Oh lord, they're here! Stay
away from that group of rude clerks, there's no hope for them."

The clerks let out another shriek, wanting to
run but not knowing where to run to. Ron told Gus to take out the
guards before someone got hurt or killed. The guards suddenly came
off the floor and their heads banged together, knocking them
unconscious. Their weapons crashed to the floor and then could be
seen flying across the floor as if a giant foot had kicked them
away. The pistols soon followed. The group of clerks had started to
edge away from the guards. When the weapons stopped, they weren't
sure if they stopped naturally or if something had stopped them.
They moved back toward the guards. Suddenly, one of the clerks was
grabbed by his belt and lifted into the air. The clerk beside him
fainted and something caught him by the belt. Both were deposited
on the file cabinets behind the counter. The one that fainted was
on top of the other one and they both lay as if they were dead. The
other three started to stampede out of the room. They stopped like
they had hit a brick wall. The two on the outside of the group
suddenly were hanging parallel to the floor by their belts. They
couldn't see anything that was holding them; they were just hanging
in mid-air. Suddenly, the one on the right was swinging back and
forth and then went sliding across the floor until his head crashed
into the wall. He laid there unconscious. The second one hanging in
the air suddenly was flung across the floor and crashed into the
first one. He wasn't unconscious but laid very still like he was
dead. The only activity was his eyes as they moved around looking
for an escape.

The last clerk was clinging to the counter to
keep from collapsing. He was stiff as a board with his eyes as big
as saucers. They were darting from the right to the left trying to
see something without moving another muscle. Gus walked up and blew
on the back of his neck and the clerk passed out from fright. He
dropped in a heap to the floor. Gus walked to a desk and grabbed a
cup of water sitting there. He poured water on the clerk's head and
the clerk came to, spitting and sputtering. Suddenly, he felt hands
grab him and lift him to his feet and stand him back in front of
the counter. He stood there without making a move.

"Now look what you've done. They are haunted
with the Alcantaran ghosts now. Anytime they get rude or obnoxious,
this will probably happen again and maybe even get worse. Come on,
we'd better get out of here. I don't want to see what will happen
next," Ron said in a mock-alarmed voice.

Gus breathed on the clerk just then and the
clerk responded, "Oh, please, sir. I can take care of your needs
now. What was it you needed?"

"I don't know if it's safe around you or not.
Maybe we'd just better leave!" Ron mocked.

The eyes of the clerk were pleading as he
said, "If that's what you want to do but I can fulfill your request
for trading permission now. If you could just step over here and
answer a few questions, please."

Ron saw that the last clerk who had slid
across the floor was moving stealthily along the floor toward a
long hallway. Gus spotted him too and silently crept up behind him.
The clerk made it part way down the hallway before he came up on
his hands and knees to crawl away. It was more than Gus could take.
He kicked him like a football and the clerk slid rapidly down the
hall. The clerk was shrieking as he slid down the hall. He didn't
wait to slow down but leaped to his feet and sprinted for the
outside door. Gus watched as the clerk made it outside and took off
at a dead run for parts unknown, all the while shrieking at the top
of his lungs. The clerk in front of Ron and Tik was shaking like an
aspen leaf in a high breeze. Ron didn't know how the clerk was able
to stay on his feet. Ron pulled a second trinket out of his pouch
and set it on the counter. Tik stepped up to his back and held a
trinket in both of her hands. Each trinket was facing a different
point on the compass. The clerk was watching their every move.

Ron calmly asked, "What questions do we need
to answer?"

The clerk was staring at the trinkets so hard
he almost didn't hear but quickly regained his senses, "I need to
know what you will be trading and where you will be going here on
the planet."

Ron told him they had some robots and
machinery to trade and had no idea where they would need to go to
trade the items. The clerk shakily asked a few more questions to
fill out the form. He finished filling it out, signed it and pushed
it to Ron to sign. After Ron had signed it, he gingerly walked to a
tube on the wall. He took out a carrier and was getting ready to
put the paperwork in it when they heard footsteps coming down the
hall.

Another frog-like creature came around the
corner and stopped. His uniform was much neater and had several
medals on the chest. He was carrying a walking stick and he tapped
it on the floor for emphasis when he spoke. He glared around the
room and demanded in a very loud, gruff voice, "What are these
people doing on the floor? Where are the guards? Why are their
weapons on the floor here?"

The clerk, who was obviously talking to his
boss, said in a timid, shaky voice, "We have had an invasion of
Alcantaran ghosts and they attacked us."

"What did you do to provoke the attack?" the
boss demanded.

"Nothing!" the clerk stammered.

"Oh, oh. The Alcantaran ghosts don't like
lies. Especially ones about them," Ron said as he scooped up the
trinket and started backing away from the clerk.

The clerk turned a sickly green shade and
started shaking again. He started to move away from the counter but
he felt Gus breathe on his neck. He froze in place.

The boss stormed over and screamed in the
clerk's ear, "What are you babbling about? There is no such thing
as ghosts. Did these two attack you and the others? I'll have them
thrown in prison and then have their spaceship impounded!"

The boss slammed his walking stick down on
the counter for emphasis. The walking stick was suddenly torn from
his hand and floated over to the wall where it was jammed in, with
only about a foot of it sticking out. The clerk was moaning and
gurgling in terror with his eyes clinched shut. Ron and Tik
broadcast a new wave of terror at the boss just as Gus grabbed him
by the belt. The boss screamed in panic and turned the same shade
of sickly green as his clerk. The boss floated up in the air and
found himself hanging by his belt on the walking stick jammed in
the wall. Ron thought he looked like a stuffed animal mounted on
the wall.

Ron cautiously asked, "What do you do with
those papers now? Are we free to trade?"

The clerk's eyes popped open as he answered
in a voice just barely above a whisper, "My boss has to approve and
sign them first."

"How do we get them to your boss?" Ron
asked.

The clerk swiveled his head slightly until he
saw his boss hanging on the wall. He started making choking sounds
and finally got some words out, "That's him hanging on the wall
there."

"Why don't you go over there and show him the
paperwork. If he approves, maybe you could find a chair to stand on
so he could sign them. If he doesn't approve, I guess we should be
on our way before the ghosts really get angry," Ron said
innocently.

The clerk walked like he was stepping on
unbroken eggs and didn't want to disturb what was lying under them.
He found a chair and gingerly walked over under his boss. He
climbed up and handed the paperwork to his boss. The boss barely
glanced at the paperwork and asked for a pen. He quickly scribbled
his name on three copies of the form before he handed it back to
the clerk. The clerk stepped down from the chair and brought one
copy of the form back to Ron.

He said, "Normally that would be 500 credits
but I think we should waive the fee today for the inconvenience you
have been put through. Have a nice day and if there's anything we
can do to make your stay more enjoyable, don't hesitate to
ask."

"Why, thank you. You have been most helpful,"
Tik said sarcastically. "Here, maybe these charms will protect you
and your boss if you're super polite while the Alcantaran ghosts
are haunting this terminal."

She set two of the trinkets on the counter
and the clerk hesitantly reached out to grab one. When he had it in
his hand, he closed his hand so tight that you could see the white
on his knuckles. He reached for the other one and slowly moved back
to the chair. He handed the other trinket to his boss who promptly
clenched the trinket tightly in his fist. The guards were starting
to stir as Ron and Tik walked to the door. They heard the boss
start to scream at them and then he remembered where he was at and
quickly choked the harsh words off. He said in a very
tightly-controlled voice, "Could you two guards please come over
here and help me down?"

The guards started his way and one of them
grabbed another chair. They stood on the chairs and strained to
reach their boss. They tugged and pulled until the boss suddenly
came loose from the walking stick. The guards couldn't hold him and
they all three crashed to the floor. The guards were terrified of
their boss and were trying to brush him off as they apologized. The
boss was trying to hold his temper and his tongue when they heard a
deep chuckle from where the guards had just got up off the floor.
Everyone stood rooted in terror. The boss had been trying to edge
away from the guards and get a chance to run down the hall. He
shakily whispered, "I'm fine. Please go help those two down off the
filing cabinets."

The two guards slowly, slowly moved toward
the two clerks on top of the filing cabinets. The boss was edging
the other way toward the hall until he reached the corner. As soon
as he couldn't see the guards any longer, he whirled and dashed for
his office. The two guards got the two clerks down from the filing
cabinet. The clerk who had been conscious the entire time rushed to
the other clerk and grabbed his hand that was holding the trinket.
The one that had fainted didn't know what had happened but he saw
his fellow clerks huddling together and he quickly joined them. The
guards saw the clerks huddling and they couldn't stand it any
longer. They joined the huddle, too. The whole group was slowly
edging toward the hallway. Gus had moved into the hallway and now
gave out a low laugh. The group froze in mid-motion with only their
eyes moving. They were so terrorized that they were even holding
their breath. Finally, one of them gasped for breath and the entire
group did the same.

The clerk who had hit the wall suddenly
groaned and sat up. The group jumped away from him and froze again.
They were trying to see if he had made the noise or if the ghosts
were over there. The one on the floor saw the group still huddled
together and then saw the open hallway. He quickly looked all
around and listened carefully while his senses returned to full
capacity. He didn't see or hear anything and suddenly he leaped to
his feet and made a mad dash down the hall for the exit. At the
sound of running feet, the huddled group completely lost their
nerve. They all started at the same instant like a covey of quail
being flushed by a bird dog.

Gus was already tickled and this didn't help.
He started laughing out loud. This gave the group even more impetus
in their flight. They scattered to the winds in every direction
except toward that hallway. One ran for an open window and didn't
even hesitate as he leaped through, rolled over and leaped to his
feet in one continuous motion. As he came up, he was in full
flight. He would have made an Olympic track coach proud of how fast
he got started. The others from the group were not far behind in
leaving the building through any window or door they could reach
that was away from the hallway.

Ron and Tik had stopped just outside the door
to turn and watch the activities inside. They were chuckling as the
boss was hung on the wall and when the group huddled together, they
moved farther from the door. They were glad they had moved when the
group panicked and flew through every available opening. Two of the
clerks almost ripped the door off the frame as they leaped outside
and started running for safety.

Ron and Tik could hold it no longer. They
burst out laughing until they had to sit down on a nearby bench.
The door swung open and they could hear Gus still chuckling. He was
still invisible, so they knew they had to get to Auntie before they
looked at one another and started laughing again. They hurried to
Auntie and as soon as they were in the door, Gus turned his shield
off. The trio looked at one another and had to sit on the floor
because they were laughing so hard.

They finally got over their laughter enough
to head down to the galley to get something to eat. They decided
they would head into town to see what they could find for trade.
They chuckled all during the lunch at the thought of the clerks and
guards exploding into action.

Everybody checked their weapons and Ron made
sure he had his healer unit. They would have to inspect any food
they ate or purchased around here for agents that could harm them.
They walked through the deserted terminal and a grin spread across
all their faces. They walked out into the late afternoon sunshine
and heat. There were businesses across the street from the space
port, so they walked over there to look around. They didn't find
much there that interested them so they continued to walk toward
the main part of town.

Five or six blocks away they could hear a hum
of activity. They headed that way to see what was causing the
noise. When they arrived, they stepped into a large open area that
had been converted to booths and stands. There was some sort of
bazaar or fair going on. There were lots of the local people there
and a few other space travelers. The trio walked up and down the
rows of exhibits smelling the different kinds of foods and seeing
fresh fruits, vegetables, spices and crafts of all types. Some of
the locals were haggling with the vendors which added to the hum of
the crowd noise. The scene reminded Ron of pictures he had seen of
open air markets in the Middle East back on planet Earth. There was
a rainbow of colors everywhere and unique items that the locals
made. The trio stopped at one booth that had wooden boxes
displayed. There were all sizes of boxes and most were made of
novel-looking green and red wood. Some of the boxes had scenes
carved on them and others had the scenes made from the red wood set
in a green box. The boxes looked like they could be a trade item on
the right planets. The boxes were all empty and Ron thought they
needed something to put in them to make them more valuable. They
asked the vendor how long the bazaar would go on and the vendor
told them it would last for another seven days.

The trio continued their exploration,
enjoying just looking around. They found a booth that had some
strange-looking bracelets. Tik stopped to check it out. The
bracelet was made from a silver-blue colored metal and had golden
colored jewels on it. Tik gave a slight start when she picked it
up. It gave a tingle like the ones they had found in Auntie. It
wasn't as much of a tingle as the one she was wearing but she
definitely felt something. She touched Ron's arm and handed the
bracelet to him. He felt the same tingle.

Ron studied the bracelet closely. He saw that
the workmanship on the metal was pretty crude. Characters on the
bracelet weren't clearly defined and in some places looked like
they had been stamped twice. The jewels were not highly polished
and when you held them to the light, it looked like there was
something inside the jewel. Ron asked the vendor, "Did you make
this jewelry?"

The vendor replied, "No. I traded for it on
an island about three day's journey from here."

Ron asked, "Do you have any other bracelets
like this one?"

"That was the only I could afford to trade
for." Since Ron had shown an interest but was not going to buy it,
he started telling about the jewelry that he had traded there. Ron
kept asking questions and encouraging the vendor to talk until he
found out that this was the work of a person trying to get into an
apprentice program. The real master craftsmen were another three
days up in the mountains on the island. They made very fine jewelry
that had mysterious healing powers. He pulled out a cheap loupe and
let Ron look at the jewels through it. The flaws on the jewel
leaped out then. A lot of the facets were dull and not highly
polished as they should be. The facets were not even symmetrical
which affected the way they played with the light.

Ron asked the man, "Have you ever seen any of
the really good jewelry?"

The vendor said, "I was on the island where I
got this piece when the mountaineers came down to trade. I saw some
incredible jewels and jewelry that day. I didn't have money to get
any of it but I sure enjoyed looking at it.

Some other customers stopped by the booth so
Ron decided to cut their visit short. He asked where the vendor was
staying that night and said he would like to talk a little more
without disrupting his business. The vendor told Ron how to find
him and turned to his other customers.

Ron told Tik and Gus about his idea of seeing
about going directly to the mountaineers to trade for some of the
jewelry. They thought it would be a good idea to check out a little
more. They agreed that they should meet the vendor and ask some
more questions. They continued walking down the aisles between the
booths. They came to one section that had all kinds of spices. Some
of the aromas burned their eyes and others smelled good enough to
eat right there. The trio decided Dolores needed to come down here
tomorrow to check these spices out. If she thought they were
worthwhile, maybe they could put some of them in the wooden boxes
and have a tradable item. The trio covered most of the bazaar but
didn't find anything that was a trade item they really wanted. They
found little souvenir-type items that would be interesting to have
to remind them of the planet but most of the goods were not the
greatest.

The trio left the bazaar and walked around in
the business district. Most of the shops were run down and had very
few goods in them. When they saw goods, they went into the shops to
look around. The goods in the shops were crudely made and most of
the materials were inferior. Most of the shop keepers were afraid
to talk to them. They were continually looking around like they
expected to see someone listening in. The trio finally found one
shop keeper that talked a little bit. He explained that the goods
used to be better but now there was no incentive to strive for
excellence because everybody got the same pay. If you worked, you
got the same pay as those who did nothing. The shop keeper said
that things used to be much better before the 'Grand Sultan' came
to power as a dictator. The shop keeper also said that some places
in the country had better quality goods because the people there
made them and bartered them. They had to be very careful because if
government officials or troops spotted the higher quality goods,
they would usually find a way to confiscate them. Some of those in
the outlying areas could bribe government officials and actually
improved their standard of living. As long as everything on the
outside looked the same as the rest of the country, folks in the
country could have better things. The government had tried moving
non-working people from the cities but they wouldn't work on the
farms either. The non-workers started causing problems and food
production dropped drastically. The rural folks secreted food away
and at least had enough to eat. The people in the cities were soon
starving and riots ensued. The government brought the non-workers
back to the cities and gave the rural folks a little more of the
things they needed to increase production.

The shop keeper explained that the bazaar was
a government-run affair. The government handled all the credit
transactions. If you saw something you liked, you would haggle with
the vendor until you both agreed to a price. The vendor would tag
the item or remove it from the shelf. He would give you a slip of
paper to take to the government booth. They would process the
transfer of credits, charging both you and the vendor a fee. The
government booth would give you a receipt to take back to the
vendor to pick up the item you purchased. The trio was surprised at
how complicated it all sounded. They asked if any vendors switched
items while you were gone and the shop keeper said that was exactly
what happened. If you went back to the government booth to cancel
the purchase, they still kept your fee and sometimes added another
fee for canceling. The trio thanked him for the information and
headed on down the street.

Gus said it was about time for the bazaar to
close down. The trio started working their way to the place where
the vendor was staying. They got to the place and had only been
there a few minutes when they saw the vendor approaching. The trio
greeted him and invited him to supper. They told him they would
like to hear some more stories about his planet. The vendor told
them that he knew of a place not too far away.

The vendor led them to a small place that was
off the beaten path. They entered the place and the vendor asked
for a table in the rear. The staff had to find some sturdier chairs
for Gus and Ron but they finally got them settled at a table set
off by itself. The patrons and staff kept looking at the trio and
their weapons. No one said anything about them but the trio felt
the curiosity.

When they were settled, Ron said, "We haven't
been introduced. I'm Ron Calvin, this is Tik Michi and this is
Gusissi Ugde Ghaolh. We flew here on the Galactic Antiquarian
looking for trade; but so far, we aren't seeing anything really
worthwhile."

The vendor replied, "My name is Zendo. I know
what you mean about not seeing much worthwhile. I travel around on
this planet and things are not as they once were. If you look hard
enough, you can still find pockets where the merchandise is higher
quality." Zendo kept glancing around to see who was listening and
he carefully studied each new person that entered the place.

Ron saw the looks and asked, "Will we make
trouble for you by being seen with you?"

"I don't think so but I am watching for
government secret police. You don't know what they will want or
what they might consider dangerous to the state," Zendo
replied.

"If you just talk about some of these pockets
of excellence, would that cause any trouble?" Ron inquired.

"Not if I don't give you a clue about where
they are located. I would have to tell you what I have heard, if
you know what I mean," Zendo stated cautiously. He was speaking in
a low voice that didn't carry much beyond their table.

"We understand. Sometimes the walls have
ears," Ron said with a wink.

Zendo grinned back and said, "Now, what would
you like to know?"

The trio started asking questions and Zendo
told stories of his travels. He told about traveling by ship and
then by pack animal to get to some of the mountain villages. The
trio learned where the wooden boxes they liked at the bazaar were
made and areas where the spices were grown. Most of the goods from
this planet were agriculture products and the planet actually
needed manufactured goods. The trio steered the conversation back
to the jewelry that Zendo had been selling. He was very cautious in
talking about that area. He would give no specifics but only talked
about them in general. The trio asked what the mountaineers traded
for and Zendo said he sometimes used the spices and some seed
stock. Gus described some of their machinery and asked how
metal-working machinery like that would go over. Zendo said that
might be a possibility. The trio saw that they needed to get out
into the rural areas to make any kind of decent trade.

The trio debated by ESP while Zendo was
talking about the planet. Finally, they decided to see if he would
guide them and what he would charge. Ron asked, "Do you ever act as
a guide? If so, what would you charge?"

Zendo was caught by surprise. He replied,
"I've never had a star traveler ask such a thing. Lately, they just
buy from local people or government agents. Where do you want to go
and how long would we be gone?"

"We'd like to see those mountaineers that
make the jewelry, the box maker and find some place that has really
good spices. We wouldn't want to be gone for much more than a
week," Ron stated.

"A week! It will take at least three days by
sea to get to the point you could start up the mountains. I don't
remember for sure, but I think it took four or five days to get to
the mountain village. Even if you could complete your trades in one
day, that would still be seventeen days just for the jewelry. The
boxes wouldn't be so bad because they're only about two days from
here. The spices are at least four days north of here. Unless you
sprout wings and can carry me, there's no way to do this in a
week!" Zendo exclaimed.

"Well, we might find something better than
wings. How much do you want for a weeks worth of guiding? How soon
could you be ready to go?" Ron asked.

"I've already paid for my booth and I
wouldn't get any money back from it, so I would need to wait until
the bazaar is over which would be in seven days. I could be ready
the day after that. As for how much, I would be missing a week of
trading so… ah… um…. I'd need at least 500 credits," Zendo forced
himself to say.

"That seems fair. We have someone that we're
waiting on, so seven days from now might be alright. We'll have to
check tomorrow to see if we need additional permits. We'll let you
know tomorrow when we come back to the bazaar," Ron said.

The trio paid for their drinks and Zendo's
meal and headed back to the space port. A couple of times they saw
some characters who looked pretty rough but they gave them a wide
berth. The sight of the weapons and the fact that the three didn't
seem in the least concerned made most of them afraid to try
anything. The trio went through the terminal and saw that it was
still empty.

Dolores fixed them a meal and they talked as
they ate. Ron said they needed to rig Dolores so she could check
the food they bought on different planets for bacteria or viruses.
She could also check that it wouldn't poison any of them. After the
meal, he went to the storeroom where they had placed the items they
took from the Bug's mother ship. He looked through the items and
found another healer unit. He took it to a refueling station and
made sure it was fully charged. He took his unit and synced it with
the new unit. He took it back to the dining area and talked to Tik
about what he wanted to do. They called Dolores in and opened her
back panel. They worked for a bit and Tik sent Ron to get some wire
and connectors. Ron brought them back and they finished hooking
Dolores up to the healer unit. All of Dolores' senses now fed into
the healer and it fed back into her logic board.

They brought some fresh vegetables and had
her check them. They watched the read-out on the healer and saw
what it was reading. Ron used his unit and compared the readings.
They were the same. Ron was a diabetic and knew that sometimes
after he ate he would need some help from the healer for the
insulin he didn't have. He had Dolores check him and Tik used his
unit to compare the readings. They were the same but both of them
had a big surprise. Dolores touched his arm with her hand and the
read-out on both units showed that she was adjusting his insulin
level. Dolores' sense of touch not only fed the healing unit but it
also sent back the healing message to Ron's body. They knew they
would have to test further but it looked like Dolores was not only
a chef but now was a doctor also. Dolores was becoming more and
more valuable.

Gus came in and said they had just received a
message that a Dar Es Salaam Trader would be there late tomorrow
afternoon. He had some things for them. Gus said he wouldn't say
over the radio if he had any coordinates for them. The trio was so
excited at the prospect of learning the coordinates for their home
planets that none of them slept very well that night.

The next morning they were up early to eat
and do their regular weapons practice. They also did an hour of
practice with edged weapons. They were becoming more proficient
with knives but needed much more instruction with the swords. When
they were through, they called for Dolores and headed for the
bazaar.

Auntie told Ron she would be following them
with a remote sensor. The trio walked in the terminal and saw the
same clerk standing behind the counter. Today there were ten guards
scattered around the terminal. Tik noticed that the clerk had the
trinket she had given him on a string around his neck. When they
walked in, she saw him grab the trinket. He greeted them politely
and asked how he could help. Ron told him they wanted to visit the
outlying areas and would like to fly their own air craft. He asked
if they needed any other permits to do that. The clerk replied
there was one additional form. He reached under the counter and
pulled it out. He asked a few questions and filled it out. He
signed it and then had Ron sign it. Ron paid the fee and took his
copy. There was a big difference in the clerks' attitudes today.
The trio saw that the guards were even alert and dressed a lot
sharper. They headed out of the terminal and to the bazaar.

They took Dolores to the spice vendor and she
started inspecting the spices. They talked in English so they could
discuss things without giving away their intentions to anyone.
Dolores said that some of the spices were high quality and some not
so great. She did say that if some of the spices were mixed
together, they would provide an excellent addition to different
prepared dishes. Ron left Tik with her to haggle for some of the
spices. He and Gus headed to the box maker to see if they could buy
some boxes.

As they were headed toward the box vendor,
Auntie reported to the trio that they were being followed. She said
there were people that looked like they could be secret police
watching Tik and Dolores as well as keeping a tail on Ron and Gus.
Ron saw two more of the secret police at Zendo's booth. They were
trying to ask questions about the meeting last night. There were
two more at the box vendor. They were trying to extort some free
boxes from the vendor. One of the secret police had an animal on a
leash that he kept edging toward the vendor. The animal looked like
an alligator with no tail. It had a short squat body that was
covered in a scaly looking hide. It had a long, wide mouth that
opened to an amazing extent. The mouth was full of razor sharp
teeth and the animal looked like it was ready to use them.

Ron quietly said to Gus, "I wonder what that
animal would do if it started receiving a mental picture of a big
steak on those two secret police's legs? There are two more of them
by Zendo's booth, too. What do you think?"

Gus replied with a big grin, "Why, I think
the Alcantaran ghosts are about ready to strike again. It's funny
how they influence animals like that."

They both stopped at a booth and pretended to
be looking at some merchandise. They concentrated on sending an
image to the vicious-looking animal. The secret policeman holding
the leash was jerking on it, trying to stir the animal up. His
partner stepped to the side and suddenly, the animal leaped at the
partner. The one holding the leash screamed at the animal but it
was too late. The animal had bit the partner and was holding on.
The partner shrieked in pain and surprise. The one holding the
leash dropped the leash and was beating on the animal trying to get
it to let go. Suddenly, the animal let go and turned on its master.
Its master and his partner started backing toward Zendo's booth and
the other two secret police. Ron and Gus included them in the
picture. The animal snapped at its master who barely jumped out of
reach. The partner was not waiting; he turned and sprinted for the
end of the aisle. The master backed right into the two secret
police who were interviewing Zendo. The animal lunged at one of
them and took a nip out of his leg. He shrieked and jumped away.
The vicious animal was lunging at all three secret police, trying
to get a bite of each of them. The two who had been interviewing
Zendo promptly took off at a dead run. The master didn't wait any
longer either. He whirled and sprinted away with the animal close
on his heels. The three were screaming for people to get out of
their way and the people were leaping into booths or pressing up
against the sides of booths. The three were gaining on the
policeman who'd had the head start. That mouthful of teeth right at
their heels was giving their feet wings. The last Ron and Gus saw
of them they were headed into the business district at a dead run
screaming for people to get out of the way.

Ron and Gus were grinning broadly but trying
their best not to laugh. They knew that there were still agents
watching them. They walked up to the box vendor's booth. The box
vendor was shaking like a leaf in a high wind. When he had calmed
down a little, they negotiated a deal for 10 of the boxes. They
also worked it out so he would tell Zendo where his shop was. They
wanted to visit him there later. He agreed and as soon as they were
through, he started packing up. He handed them their boxes and told
them to go ahead and pay at the government booth. He'd had enough
of secret police and crazy attack animals so he was headed for
home.

Ron and Gus went to Zendo's booth where he
was packing up also. The secret police were making him very
nervous. People disappeared for no real reason when they started
asking questions. Ron asked him if he would be ready to guide them
tomorrow and Zendo told him he would. Ron told him they would be
flying and wanted to see the box maker. The box vendor was going to
tell him where his shop was located. He said they also wanted to
check out some spice growers. Zendo told Ron about a field 5 miles
north of the city where he would meet them. They agreed to meet
early so they could cover a lot of ground each day.

Ron and Gus then returned to the spice vendor
and picked up the spices Dolores had bought. She had blended the
spices right there and the vendor had some foil bags that she
sealed them in. They placed the bags in the wooden boxes. The spice
vendor noted what they did for future reference. The trio and
Dolores went to the government booth and paid for their purchases.
The clerk in the booth charged them 10% for a transaction fee. The
trio didn't say anything but the clerk felt very uncomfortable
under their stares. They left the bazaar and headed back to the
space port. Auntie reported that the secret police moved in to talk
to the spice vendor as soon as they were out of sight. She also
reported that vendors were secretly packing up their merchandise.
Auntie thought all of them would disappear when the bazaar closed
that night. So many secret police around asking questions made all
of them very nervous.

The trio had to keep busy to keep from
watching the clock. They were anxious to see what the Dar Es Salaam
Trader had to tell them. They moved the fliter and started packing
some things on it to trade. Dolores tried some of the new spices
for lunch and the trio was duly impressed.

Ron asked Auntie about the Alcantarans and
what they did for shelter when they went out to trade. She replied
that they had a portable shelter which was stored in one of the
rooms on the lower level. Ron retrieved it and they set it up to
see how it was done. It went up quickly and provided a tight
shelter that would be good for cold or hot weather. They found
portable stoves and water purification units. Gus was arranging
things so they could put chairs on the fliter and passengers could
fly more comfortably. He was using the hold downs that Ron had
traded for on Europaische. He made sure he had lots of those and
netting to hold a big load. They moved one of the woodworking
machines up and loaded it on the fliter. They had everything loaded
when Auntie alerted them to an incoming spaceship. It was the Dar
Es Salaam Trader they were waiting on.

 



Chapter 2

 


The trio was on pins and needles as they
waited for the spaceship to land and the crew to go in the terminal
to pay landing and parking fees. When the crew came out of the
terminal and approached Auntie, it was all the trio could do to
keep themselves from running out to ask about coordinates. When the
Traders hailed the ship, the trio was opening the rear door. They
invited the Traders in and escorted them down to their living
quarters. They had chairs there that would fit the Traders' tall
frames.

Dolores came in and offered drinks. Ron, Tik
and Gus studied the Traders. They were like copies of Kota
Kinabula. They had light purple skin and they stood nine feet tall.
They were very thin but Ron suspected they were pretty strong just
from the way they carried themselves.

The obvious leader introduced them, "My name
is Xiamen Yuanfa Fujian Abdijan. This is my second in command,
Apapa Huyong Mombasa Cotonou and this is the junior member of the
team, Thatera Morababad Irondecor Fahiim. We feel like we know you
already from all the stories my nephew, Kota, has told us. We want
to thank you for saving him from the Bugs and helping set him and
Zibo up with the freighter."

Ron introduced the trio and Dolores. He
modestly said, "I hope Kota didn't stretch the truth too much. He
was very instrumental in getting us out of the Bug's mother ship.
Without his help, I don't know if we would have been able to leave
when we did."

Xiamen laughed and said, "He did underplay
his role in that. Some time I would like to hear your side of the
story. We were on Earth not too long ago. We had some problems with
our spaceship and had to land there. We landed near Kalispell,
Montana…"

"Kalispell, -- that's where I'm from!" Ron
said excitedly.

"No kidding. We made friends with Pete and
Linda Collins there. Do you know them?" Xiamen said.

"Pete Collins, hmm… Does he run a metal
fabrication shop?" Ron asked.

"That's the one. He repaired our ship and
helped establish regular trade. He was even appointed the special
Trade Envoy for the entire planet. That's amazing that we should
both know someone from Earth," Xiamen commented. "But I'm rambling
on. I know that you must be anxious to know if we have coordinates
for your home planet."

The trio nodded eagerly as Xiamen continued,
"Obviously, we have the coordinates for earth. Tik, we think we
have coordinates for your planet as well. Gus, we don't have your
planet's coordinates, for sure, but we have several teams working
on it. It's a little harder since there is no established trade
with your planet."

Tik quickly said, "If I know my planet's
coordinates, I can back trace the Bug's route and have a better
chance of finding it."

"You may have to find it but we will keep
working on it. Here are the coordinates we have. We also put some
of the coordinates and planet descriptions for Gus. They may help
you to narrow down your search. Kota sent these also. They are
personal units for your credits. Kota said the salvage operation
has already deposited five million credits in each of your
accounts," Xiamen said.

The trio was stunned. They had no idea that
the warships would be so valuable. Ron had to hear more about the
Traders establishing trade with Earth and Xiamen and the other
Traders wanted to hear more about their escape and how they
single-handedly stopped a galactic war. The trio was embarrassed to
hear they had stopped the war by themselves and their version gave
a lot more credit to Kota and Zibo. Dolores came in and asked if
the Traders were going to stay for supper and the trio welcomed
them. The Traders said they had to try some of Dolores' cooking
because Kota and Zibo had built it up so much.

Dolores outdid herself on the meal and
everyone had a merry time telling stories about trading and their
home planets. Apapa asked how the trading was on this planet and
the trio said a lot of things had run down since the Bugs were
here. They told about the dictator and his secret police. They told
of the poor workmanship they had found on what few goods they had
seen. The trio told the Traders that they were going out into the
rural areas tomorrow to see if they could find a little better
trade items. The Traders warned them to watch the dictator because
they had heard reports of him trying to commandeer spaceships and
holding crews for ransom. They also warned the trio about some
areas in space that were having trouble with pirates seizing
spaceships.

Thatera had really enjoyed his meal and said,
"Wow! That meal was incredible. You wouldn't want to sell Dolores
would you?"

"No, but we do have another robot chef that
we could let you have," Ron said.

This sparked immediate interest in the
Traders. They wanted to see the other robot right away. The trio
took them to the first level and showed them the robot. They said
that Dolores could transfer some of her recipes, too. Ron told the
Traders that Dolores was even set up to purchase their food. He
told them they had adapted a healer unit in her to enable her to
check all the food for undesirable bacteria, viruses and poisons.
The Traders said they had an extra healer unit and would like to
buy the robot if Ron and Tik would make the same modifications for
them. They reached a price that was satisfactory to both parties
and still gave the trio a profit.

Thatera immediately left to go get the healer
unit. When he came back, the Traders watched as Ron and Tik quickly
installed the healer unit. Gus went to the galley to get some
sample food and they checked out the robot with Ron's healer unit.
Xiamen transferred credits to the chip in Auntie. The Traders were
looking all around and saw the hold-down units on the fliter. They
asked Ron about them and wound up buying 10 of them for their ship.
As part of the price, Ron traded for two extra grav-sleds they had.
Ron asked if they would like a tour of Auntie. He said it would
cost them though. They would have to share anything they knew about
the Alcantarans even if it was just legend. The Traders laughed and
agreed. They told what they knew as Ron guided the tour. When they
came to the conservatory, Tik took over and explained what they
were doing. There was green showing up all over now. The
hydro-phonics area was really starting to grow. In another six
weeks, they would have their own fresh vegetables and one day they
would have their own fruit. The Traders were impressed with what
they had done but they soon had to reluctantly say they needed to
go back to their ship.

The trio escorted them to the door and said
their good-byes. They told the Traders they would get together with
them the next time their paths crossed. Shortly after the Traders
left, the trio headed to bed to get ready for an early start the
next day. They informed Dolores that she would be going with them
tomorrow. She had already packed food for 10 days, so she was happy
to be going along to prepare it. Tik set Auntie up to do
surveillance around the space port, as well as following them on
their travels and setting up relays if needed. Tik knew she could
fly Auntie to where they were at as long as she had the ESP
contact. None of the trio was worried about the dictator getting
into Auntie once her shield was up. The Bugs had tried for years
with no results.

The next morning the trio got up and quickly
ate breakfast. Ron and Gus went to double-check everything. Ron
noticed that they didn't have a first aid kit, so he had Dolores
pull some things together to take with them. Ron checked with
Auntie to see if they had a loupe and she told him where to find
it. He also picked up a set of binoculars. Tik double-checked all
the surveillance. Ron and Gus finished checking the fliter and went
to the armory. They selected six rifles to take with them. They
didn't expect to need them; but after their adventures on the last
planet, they weren't taking any chances. They took them back to the
fliter and put them where they were out of sight but readily
available if needed.

Finally, they felt that everything was ready.
Ron started out as the pilot while Tik and Gus made themselves
comfortable on the cargo platform. Gus had added a portable shield
at the last minute and had to adjust some of the cargo to make
room. Auntie's rear door opened and they flew out to go find Zendo.
Tik directed Auntie to close the door and set her shield. She also
told Auntie to set the shield to zap anyone that came poking
around.

Ron found the correct road; following Zendo's
directions and they spotted the field in just a couple of minutes.
Ron touched down and Zendo cautiously came out of some bushes on
the side of the field. When Ron waved at him, he grinned and came
over to them as fast as he could. He had a couple of bags of his
trade goods which Gus found a place for. Zendo apprehensively
climbed on board the fliter. He settled in and Gus climbed into his
seat. Ron took off and climbed into the air. Zendo had a death grip
on the arms of his seat as he looked from side to side. After about
five minutes, he started to relax a little. Gus asked him for
directions to the wood shop and he told him. Gus relayed the
information to Ron by ESP and Ron steered for the wood shop.

While they were flying, Auntie reported that
the bazaar was deserted except for two or three booths. She said
those booths looked like they might be manned by government agents
posing as vendors.

Ron held the speed down on the fliter because
the wind made riding on the platform uncomfortable. Even with the
slower speed, they arrived at the wood worker's shop by late
morning. The wood worker still wasn't home but he had called home
to let them know that they might have visitors. The wood worker's
oldest son came out to greet them and to show them around the
plant. The wood worker had a large family and they were the only
ones that worked in the factory. From the outside, it looked like a
ramshackle building that hardly seemed able to withstand a high
wind. Inside everything was neat as a pin and set up in an assembly
line. One of the kids brought in the raw wood and cut it to size.
Another sanded it and then sent it to another one to glue together
to make wider boards. The wood went from stage to stage until
finished boxes were piled up outside a door which led to the finish
room. The family put different finishes on the boxes to achieve
different looks. They had even better boxes here than the ones that
had been at the bazaar. Some of the boxes here had hand-carved
scenes on the lids and sides. Some had pictures of delicate birds
that were done in different colored wood that was inset into the
lid. The trio picked out a hundred boxes and asked if the son could
set a price for them. Ron could see that this was a new experience
for him. He haggled like a pro and they finally agreed on a
price.

Ron asked, "Would you be interested in a
wood-working machine?"

He took the son out and showed him the
machine on the fliter. Ron pulled out the manual and let him look
at it. Ron could see the son wanted the machine in the worst way
but knew he didn't have the authority to purchase something like
that.

Ron asked, "Would you be interested in this
machine?"

The son said, "I sure would but I can't make
that decision. My father is the only one that can make that
decision."

Ron made a deal with him to leave the machine
while they continued with their trades. They would be back in two
days and that would give his father time to get back and to take a
serious look at the machine. The son asked the price and Ron told
him a starting price. The son made a mental note and then showed
them where they could set the machine. Ron moved the fliter closer
to the shop and they used the grav-sled to move the machine inside
the shop. Ron set up the machine and showed the son how to use it
while Gus, Tik and a horde of family members loaded the boxes onto
the fliter. Ron told the son to try the machine while they were
gone to make sure it would do what they needed. His eyes were
shining like a kid with a new Christmas toy. Gus finished loading
the last of the boxes and tied everything back down. The trio and
Zendo said their good-byes and took off again. Zendo gave Ron a
direction and Ron passed it to Gus who was flying this leg of the
trip.

Zendo had the look of someone dying to ask a
question and he finally worked up the nerve, "Why did you leave
that machine back there? The family made no commitment to buy it.
How do you know it will still be there when you get back?"

"I think it will be there because it is too
heavy to move easily without grav-sleds or some other lifting
devices, which I don't think that family has access to. Besides, I
trust them from the dealings we had with the dad back at the bazaar
and the way they conducted themselves here. I don't think they need
the machine right now but they are at a point where, if they had
some help marketing their product, the machine would be very handy.
If they could sell a few more boxes, they won't be able to keep up
without hiring help or adding machines like that one. Did you
notice the son's eyes? He knows what the machine makes possible and
he was dying to try it out. If he tries it for a couple of days and
their production increases, how hard will it be to give it back?"
Ron answered with a chuckle.

Zendo made a mental note to add this idea to
his trading tricks. He sensed that he was in the presence of great
traders and determined to keep his eyes and ears open to learn all
he could.

Just before dark, Gus found an opening in the
jungle below to set the fliter down in. The trio quickly worked
together to get things unpacked and set up. Gus set up the portable
shield first and then they got the cooking gear out so Dolores
could start fixing supper. They told Zendo to help her while they
set up the portable shelter and beds.

This far from the city, the jungle was alive
with noise. There were sounds from different kinds of insects and
animals. Zendo was nervous about some of the sounds. He said there
were some animals here that were very dangerous and he told about
some of the spiders that were two feet across. He said they had a
potent poison that normally killed within just a few hours. Gus
told him the shield would keep anything out during the night. He
didn't think there was anything on this planet that could get
through it. Zendo relaxed a little after that. Once or twice
though, the trio thought they could see eyes glowing beyond the
shield.

The next morning they got up and ate. It
didn't take long to tear everything down and to get it repacked.
Tik was flying that morning and as she took off, she saw one of the
big spiders. It was at least two feet across and a bright orange.
It had eight legs and the entire body was covered with a long fine
hair. The spider ran up the trunk of a tree and disappeared in the
foliage.

About twenty minutes later, they spotted a
small village ahead. Tik flew low over it and Zendo said this was
not the spice village, so they continued on their way. Not much
farther, Zendo spotted another village that was just a little
larger. He said he thought this was the spice village. Tik found an
open space just outside the village and set the fliter down. Gus
turned the portable shield on and everybody, including Dolores,
headed into the village. The villagers were staring at the star
travelers. They had never seen anything like this and, at first,
were afraid to come anywhere close to them. Zendo talked to them
and a few came up a little closer. Some of the older villagers
remembered stories of other star travelers and edged closer for a
better view. Zendo explained that they were looking for spices to
trade and this brought an excited response from some of them. The
villagers who harvested and processed the spices inched forward and
Ron told them he would like to trade for some of the spices they
had seen in the bazaar near the space port.

The spice traders invited the star travelers
to their work area. They had spices in various stages of
processing. They gladly talked of their work and soon Dolores was
sampling the different spices. She told the trio that some of these
would be excellent seasoning if they were mixed. Ron asked the
villager if she could demonstrate with a small amount of the
different spices. The villagers were curious to see what she would
do and agreed. She made four different batches and then she asked
if anyone had some meat, fish, vegetables and fruit. One of the
villagers rushed to get the requested items. Dolores used the
different mix of spices on each item. The villagers stared in
open-mouthed amazement when Dolores opened her skirt and pulled out
a knife. There was an open fire burning nearby so she quickly
prepared each item. She wrapped the meat, fish and vegetables in
some large leaves that she picked off a nearby bush. She laid the
wrapped leaves on some coals at the edge of the fire. She fixed the
fruit on another leaf and mixed it with the spices. Then she
offered it to the trio, since she knew that she would have to prove
that the mix wasn't poisonous. Next, she offered it to the
villagers standing there.

The trio was used to her magic with food but
even they were surprised at the delightful taste. The villagers
were shocked at how much better the fruit tasted. They brought some
more spices and fruit. They asked Dolores to show them what she had
done. She demonstrated exactly what she had done and how much of
each ingredient to
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