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Chapter 1: The Promise
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No matter how bad the day had been—or how good, for that matter—deciding to have someone killed never failed to brighten his mood. At the moment he felt better than he had in months. Compressing his thin lips in satisfaction he swiveled his chair to face the bulletproof plate glass window behind his desk and stared absently at the bleak day outside.

The streetlights had come on even though it was the middle of the afternoon. A mixture of snow and sleet slanted down through the murk, graying the lanes cleared by the snowplows only hours earlier. The boulevard below had four lanes in each direction, yet the sparse traffic stayed to the outside, keeping one lane each way relatively clear. The temperature would probably be -20º C. by the time he left the building, but that was not a problem. He would never be exposed to it. He had people to do that for him.

He was content. Well...relatively content. His right elbow hurt like the devil, as it usually did when the barometer dropped. The best rheumatologists in the world said there was no cure, nor for his aching wrists and right shoulder. Yet the physical pain didn't bother him as much as it usually did. All was well. He was in control. 

Shortening his focus to the window rather than the freezing city beyond, the reflection of a pair of crossed dueling sabers and trophies arranged on the wall behind him became clear, glowing quietly under recessed spotlights. They were proof that he wasn’t merely one of the richest men in the country, not just the son of the richest and most powerful man in the country, nor only a supremely successful businessman. Not at all: he was more, much more! He was a Cossack! A warrior and a sportsman! And not just any warrior or sportsman, but the best swordsman in all of Russia!

Or he had been. Of all the thousands of matches in his life he'd lost only two, when he was still a boy. The two who defeated him he had later humiliated time and time again, to his vast satisfaction. But that was a long time ago and those opponents were ancient history now. More recently he had lost a fraction of his speed and flexibility, and that had been enough to dethrone him and leave him looking back to better times. 

The excuse he confided to intimates was arthritis due to aging, but he kept the real reason a secret from everyone: he had not lost a match at all, but a true sword fight, and not to a satisfyingly valiant opponent but to a mere girl. His jaws clenched at the memory: a damnable slip of a girl in a strange uniform had broken into his father's house in the middle of the night accompanied by a male thug in black. 

His father had shot the thug, but that girl—that girl from hell! She was no expert with the saber, but he could never get the advantage over her. Her style was idiosyncratic but unbeatable, and against all odds she had somehow managed to severely injure him—she could easily have killed him had she been more merciless. 

His eyes narrowed to slits. It was her mistake that she had not killed him, by God! Now that his investigator had discovered who she was, it would be his turn! He would arrange her death, very slowly and very painfully, no matter the cost, however long it might take. He smiled at his reflection. That investigator would make it happen. It would be wonderful.
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Chapter 2: Gone to the Dogs
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The lunch period at Juarez Academy in Las Cruces, New Mexico, was almost over. It was a small school, and accommodated the entire student body in its cafetorium, the elementary students at one end and high school and middle school students in the other. 

They had mostly finished eating and were laughing and talking amid the clatter of dishes, utensils, and trays. One ninth grader, however, had quietly slipped out onto the gallery facing the playground, despite the chilly wind which gusted out of the northwest. He was huddled on a bench, bent over a book in his lap, holding down several sheets of paper which he studied closely.

His classmates knew him as Harry Saenz, but his real name was Heriberto. His family liked old-fashioned names. Some were handed down from ancestors but others might have come from the Bible—he had no idea. Calling attention to his weird name would have been embarrassing.

He was one of the many scholarship students at Juarez Academy and had been given a 90% tuition grant, although his mother still had to pay the other ten per cent. It was difficult for her, and he was trying his best to fulfill his side of the bargain,

At some point he realized someone was standing close. He looked up in surprise. It was one of the elementary girls, a fifth grader. She was just standing there, looking at him. He stared back for two beats.

“Hi,” she said.

“Uh, hi.”

“I'm Clio Méndez.”

“Yeah, I know. I know your brother. Julio, right?”

“Uh huh.”

“We, uh, we helped each other with projects last week.”

“Cool.”

Everyone in the school knew Clio Mèndez. She was a funny-looking little runt, small, skinny, Spanish-speaking but with chestnut hair too light to be pure Hispanic, kind of a pointy face, and  nearly invisible eyebrows over keen pale hazel eyes that seemed to see straight into things. The wind was whipping her hair behind her. The word was she was one of the smartest kids in the whole school, next to her twin brother. She was making him nervous. Why was she standing there? What did she want? What should he say?

“I'm Harry.”

She spoke again.

“You come to school with two dogs every morning, right? Are the dogs yours?”

“Huh? Yeah.”

“Where do they go while you're in school?”

“Home.”

“By themselves?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it far?”

“About a mile, I guess.” 

What was that to her? he thought, a tad irritated.

“And they don't have trouble with traffic or other people?”

“No.”

“And they come back in the afternoon to walk home with you?”

“Yeah.”

“How do they know what time it is?”

“I don't know. They just know.”

“How did they learn to do that?”

“I taught them.”

“Awesome. Have you taught them other things too?”

“Yeah. I guess.”

“Can you do that with other dogs?”

“Probably.”

“Do you like animals?”

“I do.”

“That's so cool. Can I meet them sometime?”

“The dogs? Uh, sure....”

The bell five feet over his head clanged loudly. He jumped and the wind instantly ripped the notes from under his hands. At practically the same moment, the girl snatched both out of the air, one in each hand. Her body hadn't moved but suddenly her arms were in front of her holding the flapping sheets by the corners. She put them together and handed them to him with a smile. He took them and looked at her. Had she really done that? Finally the clamor of kids and dozens of chairs scraping the floor leaked through the window behind him calling him back to his senses.

“Thanks. Got a math test next period. Better go.” 

“Me too. I'll see you later...about those dogs? OK?”

“Sure.”

“Good luck on your test.”
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Chapter 3: Afterschool Doings
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“J-Man!” 

Julio Méndez, wearing only a pair of shorts, was standing at a table in his room with his back to the door. His shirt and Nikes and socks were in a jumble on the floor.  He was looking down at an open book, sliding a pair of parallel dividers across some kind of map, pencil ready in his other hand. He didn't look up even when Clio dropped her gym bag, making a pronounced 'plunk.'

“Hey, J-Man! Whatcha doing?”

“Huh?” 

She repeated the question in Spanish.

“¿Qué haces?”

“Oh. Nothing. This book just came in. I'm looking at it.”

“You been bicycling?”

“Uh-huh. What about you? Swimming?”

Clio was wearing a silver leotard.

“No. Gymnastics. I did a double flip today! Coach couldn't believe it!”

“You look like a fish.”

“You gonna clean up?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, get moving. I'm next.”

“That's OK. You can go first.” 

He turned back to the table. Still leaning against his door jamb she watched him a minute. Foosh, one of the family cats, ambled down the hall, delicately sniffed the gym bag, and began winding around Clio's ankles.

“Hey, you know a kid at school named Harry?”

“Huh? Harry Saenz? Yeah. What about him?”

“He said he knew you.”

“Yeah. He's taking algebra II. He was having problems solving rational equations. He caught on pretty quick when I showed him how they were just like fractions.”

“He said you'd helped each other on projects.”

“Right. I was doing that folklore report for Mrs. Bianchi. He told me a bunch of stories his grandmother had told him.”

“His grandmother? What kind of stories?”

“Oh, you know, like about 'la llorona,' the ghost of a mother who drowned her children, and 'la lechuza,' the owl with the face of a woman. Stuff like that. He said she was a curandera.”

“No kidding! She's a faith healer?”

“Yeah. Reminded me of you, with all your herbs and junk.”

“Is she still alive?”

“I think so.” 

“Cool!”

“Why did you ask if I knew Harry?”

“You've seen the dogs that come to school with him every morning, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

“He trained them. They go home and then they come back when school is over. I wanna see what else he's taught them and how he does it.”

“You would.”

He glanced at the alarm clock next to his bed. 

“Uh-oh. Dinner's in ten minutes. I better go clean up.”

“¡Muévate! Move it! I get half of that!”

“You hope...fish-face.”
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Chapter 4: Catching up on Secrets
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It was a hot day in early summer in Miami.  Michelle Stratemeyer shivered as she strode inside the chilly lobby of her building. Hoisting the strap on her bag further up her shoulder, she headed to the elevator planning to use the one-minute ride to the twelfth floor to hastily blot her face and run a brush through her hair.

“You have people waiting for you,” the receptionist whispered as she approached.

“I know. I'm headed there now." 

The receptionist made eyes at Michelle.

“Two men! One's a hunk!”

Michelle smiled slyly. Linda hadn't worked there long enough to meet all the big wigs who came by infrequently. She decided to tease her a bit.

“I know. One is a big-time journalist and the other is a former SEAL.”

“A SEAL? Seriously? Which one? Is he married?”

“The journalist is the tall one. He's Ana Darcy's brother-in-law. The SEAL is single.”

Linda's eyes gleamed. 

“Purrrfect!”

“Down, girl. His little black book is probably legal size.”

“I don't care! Introduce me when you're done and your next lunch is on me.”

“That's the best offer I've had all day. I'll do it.”

She winked and headed down the hall to the main conference room. The two men waiting inside had pulled chairs to face the bay while they chatted. They turned when they heard her enter.

“Hi, Scott, Rob. Sorry I'm a little late.”

They stood. Scott Zimmer was closest and hugged her quickly.

“Great to see you again, Michelle. You look lovely.”

“Thanks. I don't feel lovely. Kinda hot today. Hello, Rob.”

Coombs, the former SEAL, hugged her fractionally longer and closer than Zimmer had. Zimmer wore a brown blazer, khaki slacks and a gold tie over a white shirt. Coombs, several inches shorter than Zimmer's six feet, sported a crisp, pale blue dress shirt, maroon tie, and gray slacks. A navy blazer was draped over a nearby chair. Zimmer was semi-trim but Coombs was square-shouldered and compact and gave the impression of perfectly controlled strength. Irrationally, Michelle loved the dimple in his chin.

“Long time, Michelle. I've missed you!”

“Oh, Rob. Between keeping New York City safe and juggling girlfriends you couldn't possibly have thought about me.”

“I promise you,” he said, looking into her eyes, “I have.”

“Well....”

“And speaking of keeping things safe,” he continued after a pause, “what's this all about? Is Ana Darcy going to need the services of World Security again soon?”

“Uh, well, maybe, but that's not what this is about. Yes, there's been some talk of a trip, but that's top secret for now, OK?” 

She glanced at Zimmer.

“Hey!” he protested, “if I outed Ana Darcy, her sister would tear my face off! Don't worry about me!”

“I'm not worried. Well, I always worry about her, a little. But that's still to be decided. For now, the truth is I'm not sure what this is about.” 

“So, Scott and I dropped everything and came down here together and you don't know why?”

“Strange but true. The three of us have a meeting with someone very important we all know, but none of us have ever met in person. Or even seen a picture of....”

That stopped them.

“In fact,” she added, “a picture would be impossible.” 

Finally Coombs spoke quietly.

“You couldn't possibly mean...Counselor Hleo?”

“You got it. He's been arranging this for a month, having me check your schedules for a time when you both were relatively free. So that's why now.”

“Counselor Hleo?” said Zimmer. 

“Right. What do you know about him?”

“He's the Thoman who came here with Ana, isn't he?”

“He is. Let's sit down and I'll tell you about him. Do you all need anything to drink?”

Zimmer glanced at Coombs, who shook his head.

“Maybe later.”

Michelle pulled a chair towards the window and sat with the others.

“I probably know him better than anyone except Ana. I lived with him!”

Coombs looked skeptical.

“When the people of Thomo sent Ana to locate the signals they'd been receiving from Earth, Hleo came with her. He had been a senior adviser and long-time retainer of her family. The way I understand it, he was quite elderly at the time the expedition was ready to take off, and he allowed his brain to be copied into a computer so he could accompany her. He managed their little station on the moon. He still does, I guess, It's weird. He's real, but he exists only in electronic form. I know he follows events on Earth, using the internet and other electronic media, and he helps Ana with things when she’s in need of help. He has more brain, or memory, or data banks than fifty of us. There's no telling how much information he has stashed away.”

“We're meeting with him?” Zimmer marveled.

“He usually uses email, but he has a voice too. He had us hook up speakers for this afternoon.”

“So we're going to meet with a dead person from a planet twenty-five light years away who's living on the moon?”

“Well, basically, yes. But he's plenty alert! You'll see.”

“I've dealt with him,” Coombs said, glancing at Zimmer. “Ana and I went to Eastern Europe to untangle that mess her ex-brother-in law, that Harrison guy had got messed up in. Hleo helped us with navigation, target location, and strategic planning. He was invaluable. He's a crusty cuss, but he's for real.”

Zimmer nodded slowly. 

“I heard about that during the get-together we had, what, four years ago? It had to do with some kind of godawful weapon Russian fatcats were using to suppress some peasants somewhere, right?”

“That's right. Sedlakia. Ana and I went over there and destroyed them.”

“Right,” said Zimmer. He thought a second. He looked at Michelle. 

“You lived with Hleo?”

“Yes. And you were with her when she was kidnapped, ten years ago. I bet you remember that.”

“Like it was yesterday.”

“She promised that Mafia fellow that she would disappear, so he set her free. Everyone watched her fly back to the moon on television, right?”

“Right. His name was Cellini, Antonio Cellini.”

“Yeah, but the person you saw leaving on the Thoman shuttle wasn't her.”

Light dawned in the two men's faces. Coombs spoke first.

“Don't tell me! It was you?”

“Uh-huh. She fixed me up with a disguise and I took her place. I stayed in her station on the moon for three months, until the Thoman shuttle went back on a regular run. I sneaked back with it. While I was there, Hleo taught me to speak the language and all sorts of things about their history and culture. We became good friends. He calls me prodcera, 'goddaughter' in Luvit.”

Coombs sat back in his chair. 

“I'll be damned. I never knew that! I had no idea where Ana Darcy was during that time.”

“My mother knows, you two know, and Ana's husband Matt knows. That's all. I'd like to keep it that way.”

“Is that cool!” exclaimed Coombs. “You lived on the moon with an electronic alien from another planet...and became friends with him! What a yarn!”

“So, Rob, does that put me back on your list of girl friends?”

He smiled. 

“You were never off it, girlfriend. And it isn't as long a list as you think.” 

He winked at Zimmer. 

“This is the only woman who ever pinned me in a wrestling match. How could I not love her?”

“He let me, Scott.”

“I did not! OK, I was weakened by a couple of beers. But I'll give you a rematch any time you want!”

“You're on, Rob. But not here in the office. Besides, I think Linda, the receptionist out front, has dibs on your next match. It's almost 2:30. Let's dial up Hleo and see what he has in mind for us.”
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Chapter 5: The Adversary Collects Clues
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The three keys to success: connections, money, and secrets! Viktor Reznik was certain of that. He'd studied successful people for years, to learn how they'd achieved their status. He had worked to acquire all three and now it was all coming together. He was headed for much greater things. He knew it.

He had excellent connections: he'd gone to school most of his life with Oleg Serbanov. Being in Oleg's good graces was the best possible connection. And now he worked for him! 

He had money. Actually, his father had money, not nearly as much as Oleg's father, but adequate for a luxurious life, including a dacha, even if it wasn't quite up to the Serbanovs' palace. Enough of his father's money trickled down to him for a nest egg with which to make much, much more in the future.

And he had secrets, valuable secrets. His good friend Oleg had hired him to manage the security branch of his father's energy conglomerate, replacing an elderly Communist Party apparatchik who was well past his prime, living off his reputation and no longer firing on all cylinders. Viktor made a good impression early on by identifying the troublemakers who had thwarted the Serbanovs' plan to take over the energy reserves of tiny Sedlakia. It hadn't been difficult. All he had had to do was find and interview the sergeant who had been in charge of security at the Serbanov dacha where the troublemakers had appeared. 

The sergeant, Dmitri Bondaruk, had told him two people, a man and a small woman, had been caught rifling the desk in Serbanov's office. He had marched them before the great man himself, who ordered him to call out the rest of the household guard, leaving two men to guard them. When he returned with a squad of men the two were in the process of escaping. Most lamentably, a hail of gunfire hadn't been enough to stop them. Vasily Serbanov, the old man, was in bad shape with a bullet in his chest, while Oleg was in perhaps worse shape, with at least thirty saber wounds in his body. None were fatal but he'd lost a lot of blood and most of the joints in his arms and shoulders had been punctured, some more than once. 

Sergeant Bondaruk described both intruders in some detail, which was fortunate, because later, when Viktor went to Sedlakia to investigate the destruction of the weapon, he had found the entire country buzzing about the reappearance of some ancient Sedlakian warrior queen who had promised thousands of years ago to return to defend her people in time of need. A Russian living in Sedlakia told him there was a picture of this queen on a Sedlakian patriots' website. Back in Moscow, Bondaruk identified the person in the picture as the same woman who had taken a sword to the son of his employer. Her hair looked different but he was almost sure it was her.

Viktor made some cautious inquiries with the picture and determined that it apparently was a photo of Ana Darcy, the woman supposedly from the planet Thomo, the one who'd saved the planet from meteoroids after winning a half dozen medals in the Olympic Games. She was a worldwide celebrity. Even the kulaks knew who she was.

The story seemed too incredible to Viktor. First, what were the odds Ana Darcy, well-known as a publicity-shy and peaceful woman, would interpose herself into two countries and lay waste to private property, laboratories, and buildings? Why would she attack and nearly kill two corporate magnates? What were the odds she could prevail with the saber over the world's best swordsman, at least in his age category? It seemed as likely to him that the person in question really was the former queen of her people—certainly they believed it, anyway. 

But Oleg wouldn't hear of it. He was certain his attacker had been Ana Darcy. He declined to explain to an underling like Viktor why he thought so but he ordered him to do whatever it took and spend however much it cost to get to her. Viktor smiled to himself. The stupendous sum he'd be paid if she were killed would be doubled if she were captured and turned over to Oleg alive. For that kind of money Viktor didn't care if she were Mother Teresa. Her days were numbered.

Such lovely secrets! He had another one, an even better secret. Vasily Serbanov, the old man, had taken him aside one day when Oleg was flying his MIG to offer him money under the table to report back to him on his son. The reason he gave was that he was concerned Oleg was wasting millions on fruitless weapons development. But Viktor learned the real reason from Olga, the old man's administrative assistant, during a drunken evening last New Year's Eve. Vasily was worried Oleg was preparing to push his father aside and take the whole company over for himself.

Secrets! Connections! Played skillfully they could lead to more money than his father had ever dreamed of! Yes, luck was a factor too, but whichever way this went, he would either please the old man with his loyal service or please his current employer with the body of some unfortunate small woman. Alive or dead, it didn't matter. He couldn't lose.
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Chapter 6: The Home Front
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The Rio Grande wears many personalities in its 2000 mile passage from its source high in the mountains of Colorado to its mouth among the salty sand bars of the Gulf of Mexico. It can be majestic, wild, happy, romantic, dangerous, even pitiful, but nowhere is it more sweetly domestic than in its passage through the Mesilla Valley of southern New Mexico, roughly 100 miles of fertile, elaborately irrigated land squeezed between the stark Rocky Mountains on the east and the blinding, empty Chihuahuan Desert to the west. 

Francisco Coronado, in 1540, and Juan de Oñate in 1596, were the first Europeans to explore the area, but serious farming didn't begin until the early 1800s. Today the valley is a progression of stately commercial pecan groves, dairies, and fields of chilies, onions, and other produce. Historic Highway 28 meanders through it all, following the river most of the 50 miles from Las Cruces to El Paso. Cool, shady, pecan groves alternate with tiny historic villages, some thriving, some not, irrigation canals, and a scattered assortment of small businesses and homes, a few new, most old, and some very old.  

One of the older homes, occupying three acres fronting on Highway 28, belongs to Reyes Méndez, an 89 year-old widow and materfamilias of the 120 year old Méndez estate. On the other side of the highway one of her fields extends to the river on the west.  The main house lies comfortably in the center of the property.  Behind it to one side is the home of the estate's last foreman and his family, now long gone, and on the other side is a barn, no longer used for purposes of agriculture. An adobe wall surrounds all, including eleven large cottonwood trees.

On this Saturday morning the only sign of life in the whole compound was a pair of quivering golden Rhodesian ridgeback dogs, eagerly working their way through bowls of food at the back of the foreman's home, renovated and occupied by Sra. Méndez' grandson Matt and his wife and two children. 

The gate to the patio of the house opened and a young girl emerged. She closed the gate, brushed the crumbs of dog chow off her hands, patted the dogs, and strode to the back door of the big house with a quick, light step.

Sra. Méndez' hearing wasn't what it had been. She avoided wearing her hearing aids unless she had company because she couldn't stand their squealing as she adjusted them, so she wasn't aware she had a visitor until she heard the screen door off the kitchen slam. It was her great-granddaughter, Clio, who already knew to speak louder to her great-grandmother.

“¡Hola, Abuelita!”

“¡Buenos dias, mija! Good morning!” replied the old lady. “¿Cómo amaneciste? Did you sleep well?”

“Muy bien, gracias, Very well, thank you,” replied the girl, delivering a polite kiss to her cheek. “¿Y usted? And You?”

Her great-grandchildren's splendid manners often reminded the elderly lady of the social graces of her own, long-past youth. The twins learned them from their mother, she was sure.

“Muy bien, gracias a Diós. Very well, thank God.”

“What are you doing, Abuelita?”

“I'm pitting cherries. These are early cherries, still tart, but they'll make wonderful pies. I'm going to take some when I visit my sister next week and I'll freeze the rest. You still like cherry juice, don't you?”

“Yes, ma'am! So does Julio!”

“Tell me, mija. What brings you over here on this bright, chilly morning?”

“I...I was wondering, Abuelita. Do you know a lady named Dolores Saenz?”

“Hmm. Dolores Saenz, you say? Sí, I think I know of such a person—not well, but I know someone by that name. Why do you ask?”

“Well, I heard she might be a curandera.”

“Ahh.” She wiped her fingers on a wet cloth. 

“You miss Tia Fani, don't you?”

Clio's eyes began to glisten.

“Of course you do. She was a good friend to you. She taught you a lot, didn't she? But she was old, child, even older than I am. She's been with God for, how long, two years now? I told you I knew Epifania Guajardo when I was a little girl and she seemed old to me then. It was a blessing you got to know her and learn from her. ¿Y ahora qué? And now what? Have you found another hierbera to study with?” 

“Maybe. A student at school told me his grandmother was a curandera. He asked her and she said she'd like to meet me. Dad's going to take me this morning.”

“I see. What's her grandson's name?”

“Harry. Harry Saenz.”

“Where does his grandmother live?”

“He said near La Union.”

“Ahh. That's not far from here. Dolores Saenz. Sí, I remember her now. Her husband was a famous wrangler along the river. Do you know what a wrangler is?”

“Yes, ma'am. A wrangler works with horses.”

“That's right. Don Emilio could do anything with horses. He was the best trainer of race horses in the valley. He worked right up to the day he died, God rest his soul. I'm afraid I don't remember his son, Harry's father.”

“No, ma'am. Harry just lives with his mother.”

“Well, something must have happened to him. Several of my friends have gone to see Doña Dolores with problems. They say she's very good. But she's just a young thing, thirty years younger than I am!”

She chuckled at her own joke as the polite toot of a car horn sounded outside.

“Oh! Dad's here! I've got to go. Bye, Abuelita! Thanks!”

A quick hug and she was out the door. Her grandson really should have come inside to say hello before hurrying off, but ni modo, it didn’t matter. Even if the children had better manners than their father he was still a good man, and a good grandson también, as well. She took a sip of tea and turned back to her cherries.
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Chapter 7: A Walk Around the Wild Side
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Harry Saenz cursed his bad timing. He'd arrived a few minutes early in front of the tendajo , the corner grocery, where he worked from time to time so that Mr. Méndez wouldn't have to wait for him, and who should be coming down the sidewalk but a swaggering group of Tirilongos, boys from the neighborhood gang. Harry had grown up with most of them. They were the reason he was so glad to be going to Juarez Academy. They saw him before he could duck inside.

“¡Ese! ¡Carnal! ¿Qui hubo, Galgo? Hey, Bro, wassup, dog?”

They prided themselves on their street slang. He did a handshake routine with them but not their gang sign. He wasn't in their gang, though they wanted him to be. Lito, the vato calote, the big guy, tilted his head back, narrowed his eyes, and invited him to come to their headquarters and drink a few birrias, beers. Harry begged off, saying he had to work. Cande, who would have been a ninth grader like Harry if he had stayed in school, suggested that while he worked he could steal them a couple cartons of cigarettes. All Harry could think of to say was “Not today.” 

They loved nicknames. Their name for Harry was “Galgo,” literally greyhound, but on the street it meant thin, puny-looking. The vatos locos (cool dudes) watched him pull open the door of the store. Lito made a pistol with his fingers and pulled the “trigger.” 

“We want you, man. You need to be with us. Orale, we're your family, 'mano. Sooner or later you gonna join us.” He winked. “Ahí te guacho, cucaracho, See you later, alligator.”

He made a subtle gesture with his tattooed forearm and the rest of the kids sauntered after him. Harry stepped inside the store. Nicho (short for Dionisio) Silvas was watching from behind the cash register. Evidently he'd been sticking prices on canned tomatoes. Bar code technology had yet to reach most neighborhood tendajos. 

“Buenas, Harry. Those kids bugging you again?”

“Yeah. They don't need me. I don't know why they think they do.”

“They give you any trouble, you let me know. I'll call the cops on 'em.”

“That's ok. But thanks.”

“You grocery shopping, or you come in for work? You not supposed to be working today.”

“No, I'm waiting for someone. I just ducked in here to get away from those guys. There's my ride. Thanks, Mr. Silvas. I'll see you next week.”

A white king cab pickup had pulled up out front. Clio's head was visible through the passenger side window. It wasn't a new truck by any means. He had wondered what kind of vehicles the Méndez family might drive. They were prominent people around the school, but it looked like Clio's dad drove an ordinary pickup. Clio pushed open the door.

“Hi, Harry! Let's go! I'll sit in the middle.”

As he climbed in, Clio added, “This is my father, Matt Méndez. Dad, this is Harry Saenz.”

Matt reached across Clio and they shook hands lightly and exchanged greetings. Just as they pulled away, a tricked-out metallic black Escalade with dark windows and custom chrome rims glided past and turned the corner right in front of them. Mr. Méndez braked and shook his head but said nothing. Harry had seen the vehicle before, usually with several Tirilongos standing near, but he too said nothing.

Once under way, Clio and Harry chatted and Mr. Méndez asked about his grandmother's family. Her father seemed friendly enough, not that different from the typical male customers in the grocery store. He was wearing pressed jeans, a western shirt, and nice-looking but well broken-in boots, perfectly respectable for meeting his grandmother. Harry was relieved to find he didn't feel quite as awkward as he had feared he would.
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Chapter 8: A Horse of Course
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Was it something about curanderas? Matt wondered. He'd never forget the day he'd walked Clio a mile down the acequia behind their house to meet Tia Fani. She must have seen something in Clio immediately. Whatever, they bonded right away and went inside and left him standing there. Pretty much the same thing had just happened with Sra. Saenz. They had greeted each other normally enough, but when the herb lady shook Clio's hand she paused, leaned over and looked closely into her face, and immediately invited her into her house with the briefest apology to Matt and Harry. They had little choice but to wander around outside and wait. 

It was an interesting house, at least: old adobe but in good repair, with a crowded garden out front full of ornamental plants in colorful pots, benches, and religious statuary. The front wall of the house had a lovely Virgen de Guadalupe on painted ceramic tiles set into it. Below was a fountain, some ofrendas and flowers arranged on the ground underneath. Behind the house there looked to be a chicken coop, a vegetable garden (were those herbs?), a wind chime, a wind sock, and more statuary.

Matt thought Clio's visit might conclude when two women pulled up out front in a dusty old Taurus with a large black exhaust smudge on the back bumper. The younger, perhaps 60, helped the other, much older, white-haired and using a cane, up the walk and into the house, but nothing came of it. Clio stayed inside.

The two of them ended up leaning against a nearby corral, idly watching the horses within. After some initial reticence, Harry began to open up and actually talk to him.

“It's tough working while you're in high school,” Matt was saying. “If your mother has a good job being a secretary at the county health office, do you really have to?”

“Well...yeah. She told me I could go to Juarez Academy if I wanted, but I'd have to help pay for it.”

“Hmm.” 

Matt knew Harry was one of many students who got 90% tuition grants. The thinking was that having to pay something themselves would help them feel fully enrolled and invest them in their own enterprise. Harry and his mother were struggling but they'd done it for three years successfully and he seemed determined to continue. That was good—not easy, but good. 

“What are your plans for the future?”

“I don't know. I'd like to do something with animals.”

“Oh, yeah—Clio was impressed with your dogs and what you'd taught them. So you're good with animals?”

“I guess. Horses, mainly. I like horses. We don't have any, but I like them.”

They watched a colt capering about inside the corral with three other horses. 

“What can you tell about these horses?”

“Huh? Well, the mare and the stallion over there are dam and sire. The other stallion is jealous. He'd like to challenge the other one. See how nervous he is?”

“You can tell that? I can see he's more active but I couldn't have told you why. How can you tell?”

“I don't know. I just can. He shouldn't be in there. He might hurt one of them. Maybe I can calm him down.”

He began making a clucking sound with his tongue. All four horses looked at him. Finally the unrelated stallion began nodding his head up and down. He snorted twice, dragged a front hoof through the dirt, and took a couple steps toward the humans. Harry changed to kissing noises and extended his hand over the top board. Cautiously, the horse approached, eyes wide. Harry kept making an odd assortment of sounds, more softly as the animal neared. 

Matt, fascinated, didn't move a muscle. When the horse got within six feet he extended his head and sniffed loudly several times. Another step...another...he shook his head, sending his mane flying. Finally his nose actually touched Harry's hand. He drew back, snorted, and took another step.

“It's ok,” the boy said quietly. “It's ok.” The skin on the animal's back quivered. He took another step, still sniffing. Finally Harry was able to rub his hand along the horse's jaw. The eyes were no longer wide. Harry patted him and began stroking his neck. 

A sudden shrill beep caused the horse to start. Damn! His cell phone!

“Excuse me,” Matt said, stepping away from the corral and fishing the squealing gizmo out of his jean pocket. Harry coaxed the horse back into range while Matt listened. 

“OK, mija. We'll be right there. Bye.” To the boy he said, “She's done. Vámonos.” 

Harry was still rubbing that horse. It was the damnedest thing he'd seen in a good while.
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Chapter 9: Curanderismo
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“Did you like Sra. Saenz?” Matt asked as he slowed to ease past a line of vehicles, including a stake truck, a tractor attached to a tank of diesel fuel, and several pickups parked just off the shoulder of Highway 28. There was activity out in the field—planting something, from the look of it. 

“Uh-huh,” answered Clio, watching a tractor pulling an implement slowly along with a file of men and women following with bags over their shoulders. 

“I guess what I really mean is do you want to see her again, is there something you can learn from her?”

“Oh! Yes,” she said, paying better attention. “She doesn't know as much about animals as Tia Fani did, but she really knows about plants. She studied with a curandero in Mexico a long time ago. She said he was an Indian, really old, and knew everything about thousands of plants. She's going to help me with mushrooms.”

“Mushrooms?”

“Uh-huh.”

Matt decided not to pursue the topic of mushrooms.

“What happened when those two women came in?”

“Doña Dolores treated one of them. I was going to leave but she asked me to stay. It was interesting.”

“Yeah? How so?”

“It was funny. She told the lady what her problems were before the lady could tell her. I don't know how she knew but, the lady said she was right. Then they prayed, and Doña Dolores brought out some ointments and dried stuff for teas. She told the lady that I was her assistant. She asked me which ones would be best for her. I wasn't sure but she wanted me to say, so I smelled and tasted them and told her which seemed good. She acted surprised, but she gave them to the second lady and told her how to use them.”

“Hmm,” said Matt, nonplussed. He was having visions of FDA inspectors knocking on his door inquiring about his twelve year-old daughter practicing medicine and asking to see her license. But what did he know? Curanderismo was a centuries-old practice and he'd never heard of a suit resulting from it. All he could do now was to knock on wood that his daughter had more in mind for herself than just being a herb woman. He wanted to know something else anyway.

“Why do you think Harry wanted us to let him off at that grocery store again? His house couldn't be that far away. I'd have taken him all the way home.”

“Well, I don't know, Dad. He's really shy. I think he's embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed by what?”

“Oh, maybe about his house, or his neighborhood. They're pretty poor.”

“Ahh. Could be.” 

He should have thought of that. As far as he knew all societies were stratified socioeconomically and the one they lived in was very finely stratified indeed. In truth, there were great differences from bottom to top. Those near the bottom would think the Mendez family was near the top, which they might really be though they lived quite modestly. Yes, they were heirs to an old, prominent family, and yes they lived on a lot of land in comfortable buildings, but except for that they lived simply and mixed freely with all their neighbors. If those neighbors had any inkling of how well off they really were there'd be lots of consequences. 

Matt had no idea how much money his wife had stashed away, millions, probably. And if they knew that Matt's wife was actually the first human to come to earth from another planet, there'd be even more consequences, most of them awkward. Anneyn Darshiell, more commonly known as Ana Darcy, was a name familiar to probably 98% of the people in the country if not the world. Under her married name, Ana Méndez, she was a local wife and mother. Despite keeping the lowest of profiles she pulled a lot of strings, like at the school their children attended, and helping direct the foundation that funded the mobile migrant education trailers that followed migrant workers' children through six states. His wife was probably the one responsible for Harry's 90% tuition scholarship at Juarez Academy. OK, then: credit Harry with good instincts.

“Well, no big deal. He seems like a nice kid. What kind of student is he?”

“He's always studying. He had some trouble with algebra II but Julio helped him. He does OK, I guess.”

“That's good. He told me he wants to work with animals. Y'know, the more he studies the more possibilities he'll have. He seems to realize that, fortunately. You like animals too. If you want to invite him over some time that might encourage him. That is, if you can stand him.”

He took his eyes off the road long enough to glance sideways at his daughter. She was soberly examining a Styrofoam cup filled with cuttings Sra. Saenz had given her.

“OK, Dad.” A beat passed. “I can stand him.”
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Chapter 10: An Epic Meeting
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“All right. If I can make this thing work, we can start.” 

Michelle consulted a sheet of paper and punched some keys on the computer before them. “Hleo is using some voice encryption thing and I have to enter a code...let's see...what day is this?” She mumbled to herself and punched a few more keys, checking the paper again. “Now, let's see. Counselor Hleo, are you there, sir?”

Muffled static came from the speakers. Zimmer frowned. Coombs leaned in his direction and whispered, “He's on the moon. There's a five second delay for a signal to reach the moon, and five to get back. You'll get used to it.”

“I am here, my lady. I hope I see you well this day, prôdcera dear.”

She replied with a liquid string of Luvit, evidently a standard greeting, and then switched back to English. 

“We are all three here, sir. We are at your command.”

“Excellent! My warmest welcome and best wishes to the estimable Mssrs. Zimmer and  Coombs. I am so appreciative of your goodwill and cooperation, gentlemen and lady. You do the people of Thomo great honor. I will endeavor not to impose too greatly upon you, but your help will be of the greatest value to the amicable unity of our two peoples.”

Coombs rolled his eyes at Zimmer. He had some idea of how elaborate Thoman etiquette could be. Zimmer shrugged back at him. He was married to a Thoman and he knew it better than Coombs. In fact, there was much to be said for it. It did actually make interpersonal relations smoother, even as it made determining one's true feelings difficult. He had several Japanese friends with whom he'd felt the same uncertainty. He got along splendidly with them, but whether that was merely polite behavior or genuine friendship was sometimes hard to tell. He'd learned not to worry too much about it. That seemed to be the point.

“If I may, I would like to begin by explaining the task before me and how you may help it be accomplished, if you would be so kind. My apologies if any of what I shall say is already known to you.

“I am certain that you are aware Thoman culture deeply values tradition. Ever since those far distant days of our translation to Thomo our people have been aware of our uniqueness as a separate entity with connections, dim but very strong, to Earth, our original home. In the age before we learned to preserve the tales of our history permanently, in writing, we did so orally, taking great pains to preserve our narratives and honoring those among us who did so. Similar practices are not unknown on Earth, from the time of Homer among the ancient Greeks to the griots of Africa today.

“Our epic tales are recited on ceremonial occasions, festival days, and for entertainment and the education of the young. They define our very identity; they recount our challenges and our responses to them; they are standards for us to emulate. No one can call himself Thoman who does not know and cherish them. They are more than mere history: they are culture, they are literature, and they are art. I am proud to say that my honored goddaughter, the esteemed Ms. Stratemeyer, has read several of the most famous ones. Is that not so, my dear?”

“It is, sir, thanks to your kind guidance. I continue to explore them to this day, with the help of the Thoman website maintained by his excellency Ambassador Darshiell.”

“You honor us, my dear. And soon, with the blessing, there shall be a new epic, a crowning epic, to add to those of yore! It is time to compose the story of the Honorable First Daughter of Clans, Anneyn Darshiell, daughter of The Honorable Leader of Clans, Heoren Darshiell, who fulfilled our people's goal for the ages: to reconnect us to our original home and bring the entire history of our people full circle. As you know, she did this on her own initiative and in the face of the most extraordinary difficulties. It is a thrilling tale, and a monument to humanity.

“I have seen to it that the basic facts of her efforts, and those of our tiny Thoman delegation, have been transmitted to Thomo. I began this thirteen years ago, which means that the first news will be arriving on Thomo in another twelve years. I now judge it the proper time to sum up what has occurred to date, to express it in the finest epic verse of which I am capable, and present that to the people of Thomo. It will be the culmination of the story of our people for the last three thousand years.”

Coombs raised his eyebrows at Zimmer, who silently puffed out his cheeks. Hleo continued.

“You three have been more deeply involved with First Daughter Darshiell than anyone else except her husband, whom I will contact separately. I know the broad outlines of your experiences together, but I must beg you to allow me to ask you to supply some of the details which I do not yet know. Such details are as crucial to a history as they are to a work of art. I have asked Ms. Stratemeyer to make available separate communication channels for each of you. It will be possible for us to communicate simultaneously yet separately, and in so doing I would estimate the total time required would be one day only, tomorrow, if you will. This afternoon perhaps we may lay out the substance of what is to be covered tomorrow. I pray that will be agreeable to you.”

Michelle glanced at her companions. 

“It will, sir. We will be honored, of course.”

“Uh, Counselor,” Coombs leaned toward the microphone, “Excuse me. Ana Darcy and I only worked together about a week, and you were in communication with us for nearly all of that time. Just what can I tell you that you do not already know, sir?”

“You are correct Master Chief Coombs.” 

Hleo had somehow learned his rate in the Navy four years ago. Using it now seemed excessively honorary—no one had ever called him “Master Chief Coombs” anyway. “Chief Coombs” was the accepted form. Maybe it was a Thoman thing. 

Hleo continued. 

“I must emphasize that a Thoman epic is not merely a history. Character is paramount. For example, First Daughter Darshiell twice went among Sedlakian guerillas and convinced them to aid her. When you two were captured, she fought three soldiers and enabled your escape. I was not present at those times. You were. Those are the events for which I would like a more personal description.”

“Now I understand, Counselor. I wish you could have seen her use a sword. I would never have dreamed it possible! It was....”

“Exactly, Chief Coombs. And as for Mr. Zimmer: you, sir, were present when she was kidnapped, as well as when she was attacked by a martial arts master. I know the basic facts, but I shall be most grateful to have your first-hand narrative. And my esteemed goddaughter likewise was present during a foiled assassination attempt. Beyond that, my dear, since you have been with her in many social settings, perhaps you would allow me to ask about more quotidian matters.”

“Quotidian?”

“Yes, that is, the way she has integrated herself, adapted, as it were, to a quiet life as a wife and mother, while still retaining the ability to act on a more formal, public scale as a Thoman representative, when the occasion presents.”

“I see, sir. We all do.” She paused a moment. “We look forward to tomorrow, then.”

“Excellent, Honored Goddaughter. You do us great honor. I shall weave your collective memories into the crowning epic of the Thoman people—and you, my dear, shall be the first to read it!”

After a few more formalities, Michelle shut the computer off. Zimmer drained the last of his coffee and Coombs pushed his chair back from the table.

“Man,” he said. “Just thinking about that sword fight has got me going again. I've seen my share of combat, but never anything like that. She's a small woman and she went up against a tall, expert fencing champion and she totally whipped his ass. It was beautiful!”

Zimmer set the empty mug down. “I could say the same thing about that Russian giant. At the time I was terrified for her but looking back on it, it's as if the fellow never had a chance. By the time he actually touched her, he was already done for.”

Michelle smiled. “I guess I have a similar tale for Hleo, but right now I'm remembering her with her children, up in the mountains on the Williams' ranch. So gentle, and such sweet kids—just like their mother, really. You'd never imagine....”

“No, you wouldn't,” said Coombs.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 11: Forecast: Clouds
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Viktor Reznik mopped his face for the third time and tossed the towel into his locker as his boss emerged from the shower. Oleg was in excellent shape for his age, lean and hard. He was smiling, and Viktor knew why.

“Good match, Mischka! One day I think you will beat me!”

“I pray it be soon,” he replied. “If it happens I will demand a certificate. No one would believe it otherwise.”

It never hurt to suck up to the big man. Viktor thought he could have actually beaten him today at squash, but even if he could have he wouldn't have dared. He wasn't stupid. He didn't mind “losing” to the man who paid his salary. What he did mind was being called by the diminutive form, Mischka, of his middle name, Mikhail. It was a subtle or not-so-subtle indication of the difference in status between him and his old schoolmate. In school Oleg had had a nickname like everyone else, but now that he was so powerful he assigned others nicknames. No one else ever risked being that familiar with him, at least not in his presence. 

Oleg chuckled and began toweling himself off. Viktor noted the scars on Oleg's chest and ribs, and, when he turned to his locker, the ones on his upper back. There must be more than two dozen. Thanks to his interview with Sergeant Bondaruk he knew those scars came from the fencing match Oleg had lost, with that girl. He had never told Oleg that he had talked to Bondaruk or that he knew about the match. He wasn't stupid. 

“So,” said Oleg, removing his pants from a hangar, “how are things in security, eh? All smooth?”

“Yes, very smooth indeed. In fact, there are developments you will be interested to hear about.”

“Ah? Having to do with that unrest in Tajikistan, perhaps? Have you smashed that?”

“No. Having to do with that, uh, with that person you asked me to locate.” 

He looked around automatically. They were alone. Oleg, buttoning his shirt, froze. He spoke quietly.

“You mean...her?”

“Yes.”

Oleg looked around too. 

“Excellent. I'll be in my office. One hour.”

Exactly one hour later, Viktor found Oleg looking crisp and taut, with a Dior tie that would have cost the weekly wages of the common citizen snugged up under his collar. Oleg was not the sort to work with a loosened tie. With his black hair freshly slicked down his face looked harsher than ever, like a hungry wolf.

“Ah, Mischka. Come in. Sit down. Coffee? Vodka?”

“Neither, thank you. Sadly, it is too late for one and too early for the other.”

“As you wish. You have news of her already?”

“It would be safest to say 'possible news.' It comes from our man Genady at the United Nations, who heard it from Ambassador Levitov himself. It was in connection with that G8 Summit Conference taking place next month in Milan.”

He paused. It was so gratifying when he knew the questions Oleg would ask—and the answers to them. He could have said it all in one sentence, but it was much more satisfying to drag it out a bit at a time, dramatically. 

“What about it?”

“One of the themes of this conference is to be philanthropy.”

“So?”

“And one of the special invited guests is to be Ambassador Darshiell, of the planet Thomo.”

“Ahh....”

“Yes. And as you know, the person most directly responsible for the philanthropy of the people of Thomo is the woman, Ana Darcy.”

A steely glint came to Oleg's eyes.

“I must stress that we only know that Ambassador Darshiell has been invited to address the conference. But it is also worth assuming that his niece will accompany him, whether or not she speaks. It would be a considerable publicity coup for them.”

“In Milan, you say....”

“Yes, in Milan. I have taken the liberty of alerting our best intervention team. They began training for all possible eventualities three days ago. In addition, I have sent a team of agents to Milan to scout out the venues the conference will use, and to study the hotels and likely travel routes between them. If and when circumstances come together properly, we shall be ready.”

His boss stared at him as if he were considering killing and eating him for his next meal.

“Excellent. Well done. Remember, alive if possible. But if not....”

“I remember.”

“Keep me advised.”

Oleg stared out his window for ten minutes after Reznik departed. Today the only snow remaining was in small patches in shady places. Traffic was flowing freely on the boulevard below. Tiny green spears were emerging from the bulbs in the planter outside the window. He noticed none of it. He swiveled to his desk and picked up the phone.

“Get me Petrov.”

While he waited he focused absently on the sabers in the case on the wall.

“Piotr? Yes, very well, thank you. Tell me, Piotr, how soon can the yacht be ready for sea?”

“Two weeks? Good. I feel like doing a little archeology. I want to sail to Corsica in two weeks. Find a harbor with first class accommodations and make the arrangements. Check the moorage carefully. The Galaxie is too big to fit in some harbors. Let me know once you have done so. Do you understand? Very well, then. Goodbye.” 

He swiveled back to the window and resumed staring at nothing in particular, thumbs tapping against the arms of his chair.
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Chapter 12: Visit to the Pharmacopoeia
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Harry Saenz massaged his aching bicep and stared out the dusty bus window as the scenery rolled past. Stupid Tirilongos, anyway. He'd spent a couple hours this Saturday morning at Mr. Silvas' tendajo restocking shelves. It was a small store and the job was easy, but when he was about to leave Mr. Silvas asked him to drop off a half gallon of milk and a bag of sugar at Sra. Lerma's house, and that's when it happened. The poor old lady was too sick to walk to the store and she had no family, so he couldn't say no. The problem was her house was next door to the old body shop where the Tirilongos hung out. That Escalade was parked on the far side and he could see people standing around inside the building. They seemed to be giving each other stuff but the bright sun made it hard to see people in the shade. 

He'd dropped off the groceries and headed back to the through street when several Tirilongos confronted him. They were insulted that he didn't want to join their gang, and things got a little rough for a minute. He was no fighter and he didn't think fighting would help even if he was. He managed to get away just as the bus pulled up. Forty-five minutes after transferring to the third bus his arm still hurt where Moco had punched him.

He saw the long adobe wall he was looking for over the bus driver's shoulder. He pulled the cord and the bus groaned to a stop and let him off. As it roared away in a cloud of diesel exhaust he crossed the road and headed through the open gate. Two large dogs within raced toward him barking loudly but he quickly convinced them he was friendly and soon they were competing with each other to be patted.

At the sound of a shrill whistle the dogs whirled and streaked around the left side of the big old house in front of him. Clio appeared from behind it. She shouted “Hey, Harry!” and beckoned. He waved and started walking. 

So this was the Méndez place. It was nice: spacious and shady under the cottonwoods, soft grass everywhere except for a garden against the left wall. He wouldn't have been surprised to find a swimming pool and a Suburban or Lexus, but he saw nothing flashy at all. The only vehicle he noted was the back end of Mr. Méndez' old white pickup visible on the far side of a smaller house to his right. An assortment of wrought iron patio furniture was scattered around a concrete slab behind the main house. Clio was waiting for him next to an old barn, rubbing the dogs. 

“Hey, Harry, you made it!”

“Yeah. No problem. How you doin'?”

“Good. Ooh, what happened to you?”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“You've got a cut on your forehead. It's bleeding!”

“Huh?” 

He reached up and touched it. Damn! She was right.

“Oh. It's just a bump.”

“I can fix that. C'mon in here.”

She led him through the open door behind her into what had probably been a feed room when there were livestock about, but it seemed to have been renovated for...for...well, he had no idea. There were shelves on both walls, good lighting overhead, a counter with a number of electric appliances lined up, and...was that a microwave oven? And under the counter a little refrigerator? On the shelves were rows and rows of jars and boxes. The jars all bore labels and seemed to contain a variety of dried leaves, flakes, and powders. On the far wall, bunches of shriveled plants hung from hooks. Clio was looking in the refrigerator.

“Here we go,” she said, producing a shallow glass dish. Removing the lid, she wiped up a small blob of whatever was in it on her middle finger. Turning to him she said, “Now, hold still.”

He flinched. 

“What's that?”

“It's an antiseptic, silly. Plus there's an astringent to stop the bleeding and some aloe to help it heal. Be still.”

Pursing her lips, she dabbed the goo on his cut. It stung a little, but it also felt cool. 

“There. How's that feel?”

“Um...it feels good. Where'd you get it?”

“I made it.”

“You made it?” He felt stupid asking but he really wanted to know.

“Yeah. I didn't invent it. It's a folk remedy, actually three, but
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