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      With dragons you have to re-invent physics.

       

      In the world of The Dragon Nimbus, this second volume takes the three O’Hara brothers, and their long lost sister (who doesn’t think of herself as an O’Hara anymore) through the intricate worlds of dragon politics, corporate politics, and family grudges

      Mark Kimmer (Kim), Martin Konner (Konner), and Mathew Kameron (Loki) O’Hara have been space faring smugglers and pirates almost all of their lives. On the run, as usual, from the Imperial Military Police (IMPs) they fly through a rogue jump point and land on a lost Earth colony planet where dragons are real and magic works. They use their technology and new-found psi powers to free some slaves and cure a plague.

      The locals proclaim them the Stargods.

      Then they have to live up to it.

      They each have a separate agenda. But can they repair their ship in time to meet their appointments back in civilization? Only if the dragons allow it, they reinvent the laws of physics, and break their hearts leaving behind all those they have come to love.

    

  


  
    
      The Dragon Circle

      
        The Stargods

        Book Two

      

    

    
      
        Irene Radford

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Book View Café]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      With Dragons you have to re-invent physics.

       

    

  


  
    
      This book is dedicated to all my

      circle of writer friends

      who have kept me going

      through thick and thin.

      thank you one and all.

      Karen, Lea, Lace, Mike, & Bob
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      The dragons of the nimbus hear a new voice. Or is it an old voice become new? It speaks to the stars. We do not know the mind behind the voice.

      Stargod Konner, tell us who converses with the places beyond our ken. Tell us, so that we may be wary.
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      Martin Konner O’Hara stared at the tiny device, hardly as big as his palm and yet so dangerous. A red LED blinked at him in an ominously slow pattern.

      He could almost hear it shout across the light-years: “Here I am. Come get me.”

      It had to have been here for months, possibly a full year... since the last time he and his brothers had space-docked.

      His ship Sirius was currently in silent orbit around an uncharted planet. While he made vital repairs, he had shut down all but the most essential systems, including spin. The star drive was quiescent, awaiting regrowth of a number of the directional crystals.

      Konner and his brothers had just run out of time for repairs.

      He pried the foreign device out from where it hid under the red directional crystal. It came away from the cerama/metal hull reluctantly. After a few curses, two broken fingernails, and a new set of bruises on his knuckles, he grasped the device in his palm, still blinking, still alerting authorities to his location.

      How could she have done this to him?

      Only his ex-wife Melinda could have taken one of his patented locator beacons and perverted it so. Many had a motive to track the O’Hara brothers and their... independent cargo shipments. The Galactic Terran Empire called Konner and his brothers smugglers, outlaws. Pirates.

      The people who received highly taxed and increasingly hard-to-get essential goods, like food, from the black market, called them saviors.

      Melinda had more personal reasons. She had probably sold the frequency of this beacon to the highest bidder. Or bidders.

      She could afford to spend a great deal of money to retrieve the damning evidence Konner had secreted aboard Sirius and a number of other key locations.

      Konner wondered if Melinda would brag about her betrayal to their son, Martin. Did she know how her need to banish Konner from Martin’s life would destroy more than just her ex-husband?

      When the Imperial Military Police found the beacon, they would also find a pristine world ready for exploitation. Konner shuddered at the thought of thundering tractors, a myriad of people, mechanical threshers, and machine after machine throwing out air and noise pollution. Chemical fertilizers would seep into the groundwater and run off into the rivers, making them unsafe to swim in, drink from, or fish out of.

      Nine tenths of what the farmers produced would be shipped off planet to feed a hungry empire. The Coros would lose not only their way of life, but would have to learn to do with less than they had now.

      The Galactic Terran Empire would not stop there. They would strip this place of every valuable resource, beginning with the timber and ending with the minerals, until there was nothing left. Then the inhabitants would dome their cities, breathe artificial air, eat tanked food, and sue for full citizenship.

      And another bush planet would have to be found to feed the growing empire.

      He had to destroy the beacon. Now. Before the IMPs found the right jump point to bring them here.

      Konner bent his knees and pushed against the climbing rungs of the rabbit hole that afforded access to the outer array of crystals. As his body sprang back from his push through null g, he launched himself forward. Every ten meters he touched one of the climbing rungs on the inside of the conduit to adjust his angle of glide to match the curve of the saucer-shaped spaceship. At his back, the red directional crystals hummed a muted chatter only he could hear. As he sped along, the crystals became less harmonious.

      One hundred forty-four directional crystals lined the outer rim of Sirius. They were connected to twelve green driver crystals by kilometers of fiber optic cable. At the center of the ship, the drivers were linked to a single blue king stone. The two-meter-high monster kept the crystal drive harmonious and linked. In the ship’s artificial gravity, the king stone would weigh nearly one hundred fifteen kilos. But an active king stone never entered gravity. It had to grow in concert with its family of crystals in null g and lived at the center of the vessel where gravity from spin never reached.

      He came abreast of the source of the strident note. A tiny crystal bud kept the port open while a new crystal grew at the center of Sirius. Five other reds had to be replaced as well. The disharmony among the array gave him a headache.

      “Soon, friends. Soon you’ll be whole again,” he murmured soothingly. “And we can get out of here.”

      All the while his guts churned. Melinda had betrayed him to the Imperial Military Police.

      If the IMPs showed up in this forgotten star system, they would take him and his brothers prisoner. Konner would never make it back to Aurora in time for his son’s final custody hearing.

      No wonder the IMPs had been able to follow Konner and his brothers across the galaxy. Their frantic flight from the law had kept Konner from meeting his son Martin at summer camp this year.

      His fist clenched around the beacon. Would the boy be disappointed? Or would he even notice that his usual counselor had gone missing?

      Five months ago, with the crystals damaged and the IMPs closing in, Konner and his two brothers had jumped blind into this uncharted star system three sectors off the maps. They had plunged into the adventure of a lifetime and found a place they could call home, a place where Konner could bring Martin to experience his true family away from Melinda’s self-centered greed, amoral manipulations, and emotional abuse. As well as her lies.

      And away from Mum.

      Useless making plans now. As long as the beacon sent its signal, the IMPs could find the O’Hara brothers and terminate their dreams. All that had kept the law away from here till now was finding the weird jump point.

      “We have to leave,” he muttered.

      He stared at the device again.

      “We can’t leave until the crystals regrow,” Konner said it aloud to remind himself that out there was the real galaxy. Here was a fantasy world of fresh air, fresh food, and freedom. Then he launched again along the narrow access shaft at the extremity of Sirius’ rim. At the next hatch he grabbed a handle and changed direction. One deft somersault put him into the largest cargo hold.

      Strangely, the load of black-market pearls remained undamaged, despite the wild maneuvers Loki had put the ship through while escaping IMP patrols. Konner had added to the hold the antique computers and lab equipment that had been left behind by the original colonists of the planet. A wealth of information about the first colony and the civil war that destroyed them lay encrypted on the hard drives.

      From the hold, he dove into the crystal room. Six new directional crystals stood in sealed baths shaped to the exact dimensions of the finished crystal. Each would need a little polishing and tuning to finish them, but they could be used the moment they completed growing.

      The ship’s power, navigational, and communication systems had to grow as a family in order to synchronize and propel the ship across the vast distances between stars. More than that, the king stone had to be connected to a mother stone at its place of origin in order to find its way around the galaxy.

      Konner had disconnected the crystal drive from its mother stone upon entering this star system. Just as Konner and his brothers were out of contact with Mum.

      They weren’t going anywhere until he reconnected that dangling orange fiber optic lying just outside the crystal circle. But if the ship could not find its way home with the connection severed, the IMPs could not find them through the connection.

      Except for the damned locator beacon he still held in his palm.

      “Another week to finish growing,” Konner grumbled. “Another week for the IMPs to search for the jump point that should not exist but does.”

      Another twist and rebound took Konner up the gangway to the bridge. He slapped the comm port even before he anchored himself in his chair.

      The lights blinked furiously red for an interminable ninety seconds. Then they dropped back to normal black.

      “Damn!” Neither of his brothers had an active communicator close at hand.

      “We haven’t got time for this!” he yelled at the universe.

      A quick sensor sweep showed the inner planetary orbits free of man-made objects other than Sirius. He didn’t have time to search the vast distances of the outer planets for a tiny moving vessel.

      He pounded his fist against the edge of his interface. The locator beacon dug into his palm.

      He had designed the thing to survive the fire and ice and massive radiation of space travel. He needed more weight than he had access to in order to crush it.

      Only the sustained heat of molten lava at the heart of the planet would fry the femto-bots inside the beacon beyond their self-repair capabilities.

      A half smile crept across Konner’s face. He had access to that molten core. If he dared.

      Could he face the ghost of Hanassa on his own?
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      “Captain Leonard, sir.” Kat Talbot nearly squirmed with delight in her chair at the helm of Imperial Military Police Cruiser Jupiter.

      Commander Amanda Leonard, captain of the Jupiter, glanced up from the screen full of reports she studied. She looked bored.

      “Captain, I think I found it.”

      “Found what?” Commander Leonard lost the bland vacancy in her eyes. She touched the screen in front of her own chair so that it corresponded with Kat’s.

      “The jump point, Captain.” Now Kat could not contain her excitement. “And the beacon.”

      “Show me,” Leonard demanded. At the tone of her voice, the rest of the bridge crew keyed their own screens to share in Kat’s discovery.

      Lieutenant Josh Kohler, Chief Navigator and Kat’s best friend aboard ship, flashed her a begrudging grin. They had a bet on this jump point. If she found it first, he would do her laundry for a week. If he beat her to the discovery, then she would sleep with him. Kat had no intention of allowing him to win the bet.

      “Summon Lieutenant Commander M’Berra to the bridge,” Leonard said to the communications officer. Kat figured she would want the second-in-command in on this discovery.

      Lucinda Baines, the diplomatic attaché who had hitched a ride aboard the IMP cruiser, hastened to Kat’s side. She bent her petite body over Kat’s shoulder, resting her hands on the back of the helmsman’s chair. Her perfume suddenly overwhelmed all other scents. The usual citrus smell of the recirculated air took on rotten overtones, as if it had spent too much time in waste recycling and not enough in the scrubbers.

      Kat shifted as far away from the woman as her station chair allowed. Then she highlighted the anomaly her sensors had discovered with her electronic pencil.

      “I don’t see it.” Commander Leonard hesitated.

      Kat brought up some new data. Commander Leonard’s thick eyebrows raised as she digested a string of numbers and symbols that showed a femto’s difference from normal space energy fluxes. In the past week of parking in deep space Kat, with M’Berra’s help, had adjusted and fine-tuned the ship’s sensors to detect smaller differences than any other IMP vessel could find.

      And there was the beacon blaring through the tiny hole in space. If you only knew where to look and what to look for.

      Lieutenant Commander M’Berra ducked his curly black head as he stepped onto the bridge. He suppressed a yawn. Other than that single sign that he’d just gone off a twelve-hour shift, he looked as refreshed and crisply fresh as he had half a day ago. He immediately went to his station beside the captain. Leonard briefed him on the latest development in hushed tones.

      “Are you certain that is a jump point and not just a reflection of the normal radiation currents?” Commander Leonard was known as a cautious leader. Bets aboard Jupiter favored that she’d easily make full captain in rank and not merely position, and get a bigger vessel at the next review board.

      “Captain, sir, the outlaws jumped from these exact coordinates to somewhere. That anomaly is the only indication of something different about this area. And I am getting a hint of the beacon frequency that was highlighted on the memo from Command Base.”

      “Ms. Baines, do you have any objections to a further delay in delivering you to Annubis IV for your annual leave?” Commander Leonard asked.

      “If the notorious O’Hara brothers disappeared from here, I have no objections to chasing them,” the diplomatic attaché replied. Her eyes narrowed and the planes of her perfect face became sharper. “Commander Leonard, do you have to be reminded that capturing those three is highest priority for all Imperial Military Police?”

      Kat wanted to rear away from the menace in her tone.

      Lucinda Baines, daughter of a planetary governor, granddaughter of an Imperial Senator, and great-niece of the previous emperor, had a grudge against the O’Haras.

      So did Kat.

      “Prepare for jump,” Commander Leonard ordered.

      “Aye, Aye, sir,” Kat replied with enthusiasm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Kim O’Hara stared at the pristine piece of dried pulp in front of him. He’d spent hours peeling layers of stringy wood fibers, soaking them, and finally pounding them into an approximation of paper. Each day he made a few new pieces. Each day he scribbled notes recording the day’s events.

      Nearly five months had passed since Kim and his brothers had landed—almost on their butts—on a planet where dragons were real and magic worked. He had filled nearly three pages of his primitive paper with a description of Iianthe, the nearly invisible purple-tipped dragon. He’d given up trying to bind his scribblings. He now had five neat stacks of the papers, each confined within a separate box made of the same fibrous wood. One for each month of their time shared with the Coros—the name the local inhabitants gave themselves.

      He could have cleared some space on a reader and used it as a daily log. He wanted more. He needed a journal he could leave behind, as well as an alphabet and basic grammar. Reading was a precious gift. He did not agree with his brothers that they should forbid the skill to the Coros. His people. He had to create something for them to read and learn from.

      Enforced ignorance might keep the local tribes from developing industrialization, but it would also stunt the growth of the civilization, stunt the minds and souls of people who deserved better.

      Where to begin today? His mind spun with the facts of the harvest. Five acres of barley to cut tomorrow. Five acres of wheat threshed yesterday. Three acres of soybeans gathered and drying. The yield was bigger than he expected in all three fields.

      Still, the harvest should stretch to feed them all if no more outcasts joined the village.

      Two more refugees from outlying communities had made their way here today, swelling their numbers to seventy-five. Many of those who sought out the Stargods—Kim and his two brothers—had disabilities, missing limbs, or chronic ailments. Some of them had simple minds and damaged emotions. No one else wanted them.

      How did he know to plant the extra acres to feed seventy-five rather than the thirty-two who began the village? How did he know events to come? How did he lay his hands upon an injury and make it right?

      Time to think seriously about it. He gritted his teeth and grabbed a reader with a few gigs of free space. When he had a coherent text, he’d transfer his musings to his journal. Paper was too precious to waste.

      Begin at the beginning, his mother’s voice whispered in the back of his mind. Not quite Mum, though. The voice took on the sonorous overtones of Iianthe, the purple-tipped dragon.

      Kim thought back to the beginning of the current adventure; to the day when he and his brothers had run so desperately from an IMP cruiser. The captain had seemed to anticipate every evasive maneuver, every jump through space, and every weapon blast the O’Hara brothers could imagine. It was almost as if the IMPs read his and his two brothers’ minds. Since then, Loki, the eldest brother, had developed and learned to control his telepathy. Quite possibly, in the stress of the escape from IMP patrols, he had broadcast his thoughts on a wide band.

      Konner had begun to hone his ability to move objects with his mind. Mostly, he did it unconsciously in moments of stress.

      Kim’s precognitive talent kicked in when he least expected it. Aboard Sirius he’d had a vision of a safe haven inhabited by dragons. The vision had given him the symbolic coordinates of the jump point that had brought them here.

      How did he describe it?

      He took a deep breath, felt refreshed, and filled his lungs once more. Ideas and flickers of memory crowded the edges of his vision. One more deep breath and...

      He relived the numbness that shot through his body, the disembodied sensation of floating in a null g sensory deprivation chamber. Then the bright tangle of lights streaked across his vision. More than lights. Chains of light, each a different hue pulsing with life. Then blackness again.

      He looked into the reader screen. Words scrolled rapidly across the screen as he dictated. The mini-computer inside the reader prompted the word “void?” As good a word as any to describe the place in the mind between here and there.

      His memory, triggered by the vivid description, pulled forth more images and sensations. Tumbling through darkness into atmosphere. The shuttle Rover spinning toward a planetary surface and a... a dragon. A huge dragon with all the colors of the rainbow on its wing veins, horns, and claws, iridescent and awesome in its beauty, appeared out of nowhere. The wondrous creature shot forth a river of flame. Its dagger-length teeth and claws reached forward to rip...

      Kim woke with a start and a whimper. He’d come out of the true vision with the same startling abruptness. Were the images more vivid in his memory than they had been originally? Or had the symbols become clearer with time and recall?

      Only one way to tell. Deep breathing seemed to help the process. He’d read somewhere about mystic adepts who spent years learning how to breathe. Must have something to do with the infusion of oxygen into the red blood cells.

      “I don’t have years.” He keyed a few notes about breathing into the reader.

      Then he exhaled as much air as he could through his mouth, clearing his lungs of any leftover toxins and chemicals. When he felt as if his chest and backbone had nothing between them, he drew in a long healing breath through his nose.

      Immediately, his vision intensified. Each basket and article of clothing strewn about the cabin he shared with his wife Hestiia came into sharper focus. This breath he exhaled as deeply as the previous one. A second conscious inhalation brought the now familiar dazzle around the edges of his vision. Rather than banish it, he nurtured it, giving the sparkles and half images a little time to develop. This time the aura remained as he got rid of that breath and took the third.

      The void opened clearly before him. Pulsing chains of light and life invited him to explore. He reached for one that scintillated with every color and yet seemed to have no true color at all...

      The void snapped closed.

      Kim landed on the packed-dirt floor with a thud. Rubbing his butt, he righted his stool and climbed back up on it.

      His head ached and his stomach growled. He thought he heard a chuckle in the back of his mind. A chuckle with the deep bronze bell tones of Iianthe. Or did all of the dragons have the same bass voice?

      Amazingly, all of his impressions and sensations revealed themselves in precise wording on the reader.

      But what did it mean?

      “Am I working magic?”

      (Magic is in the perceiving,) the dragon voice said.

      It continued to chuckle.
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      Konner gulped. Before he could change his mind, he locked down communications and secured the hatch to the bridge. Then he jumped into a long dive for the launch bay where he’d parked Rover.

      Before launching the shuttle, Konner tried to call his brothers again from the cockpit. The comm port remained silent. He set the device to repeat the call.

      “Come on, Loki. Answer the damn phone.” The light continued to blink red.

      Konner vented the bay atmosphere as he opened the doors. He used the explosive release of the remaining air to push his shuttle out into the darkness of high orbit. He oriented to the planet beneath him. Sirius held position on the night side, over the horizon from the southern continent where he and his brothers had made homes among the Coros.

      He passed his hand over the computer screen once more, in a pattern only he knew. Sirius disappeared from his sensors. His confusion field continued to work.

      “What’s so damn important you dragged me away from my work?” Kim O’Hara growled through the comm port.

      Kim, the least likely to respond. The youngest brother had embraced the primitive life of the Coros. He’d taken a native wife. He’d announced his plans to remain dirtside when Konner and Loki returned to civilized space.

      “Trouble coming. I need you and Loki to meet me at the landing site. Be there in one and twenty.” Konner discomed before Kim could argue with him. Before Konner’s own fears could choke him into immobility.

      Ninety digital minutes later, they waited for him in the open meadow west of the village and tilled fields. The shuttle’s landing draft blew their red hair and beards into their faces. Loki’s blue eyes flashed with anger and he braced his long legs for confrontation. Kim leaned his lanky body against a boulder.

      All three brothers had the same overt characteristics. Mechanical minded, Konner was taller and more slender, audacious Loki broader, the shortest of the three with more brute strength. Kim was very much the youngest brother in build and temperament, the placater, the one who tried to hold them together as a family when troubles threatened to split them.

      “What?” Loki asked the moment the hatch irised open.

      “Trouble. Get in.” Konner pushed the shuttle toward a rolling launch before Kim had time to slap the portal controls closed. Both Kim and Loki stumbled as they fought for balance in the rapidly moving vehicle.

      “What?” Loki asked again when they had all strapped into their consoles.

      Konner tossed him the beacon.

      Strained silence stretched. Konner realized he was holding his breath only when the pain in his chest became unbearable.

      “Who?” Kim asked.

      “Melinda. Who else.”

      “Aurora markings on the casing. Definitely manufactured in one of her factories,” Loki mused turning the thing over and over. “But then she manufactures all of these things.”

      “Who else could modify it so that I would not find it until I reset one particular crystal? None of my sensors noticed it. None of my routine inspections noticed it. The bit of recessed LED that shows was shadowed by an equally red directional crystal. The casing is painted the same gray-green as the rabbit hole. We got that color by mixing a bunch of leftovers from other ships. Only Melinda would have the audacity to try to match that paint or bribe the few people outside the family who had access to it.”

      Another long silence.

      “So, what do we do with it?” Loki asked.

      “The lava core of the volcano.”

      All three brothers shuddered.

      “I thought we decided never to go back there,” Kim said.

      “We have no choice.”

      “Are the IMPs within the star system yet?” Loki asked.

      “Didn’t take the time to do a full search.”

      “Mum will never forgive us if we get caught,” Kim reminded them.

      “Mum isn’t going to like anything about this run.” Konner checked the computer setting. Still on mute. None of them needed Mum’s voice droning in their ears right now, even if it was just a mechanical device reporting the information of their interface displays.

      “Can’t we just dump this at the bottom of the deepest ocean?” Kim asked. His fingers ran over the sensor array with precision.

      “Not deep enough,” Konner replied. He kept his attention on the engineering rather than the mountain range looming ahead of them.

      “What if we shot it into the sun?” Loki prompted. He piloted the craft with ease, posture relaxed, dominant left hand resting upon the joystick. He liked to interface with the ship directly rather than rely on computer readouts.

      “Take too long to reach the sun’s corona if we launch it from orbit. Besides, the window is wrong. Rover doesn’t have enough power to get us away from the sun’s gravitational pull once we get close enough, and we can’t move Sirius until the crystals finish growing.”

      “How much longer on that?” Loki asked.

      Kim frowned and turned his head away rather than face the issue of leaving the planet.

      “A week at least,” Konner replied. Even then he’d be cutting it close to make it back to Aurora in time for Martin’s court date. He only had one chance to gain custody of the boy, and he would not miss it.

      They reached the yawning mouth of the mountain caldera all too soon.

      They sat for a long time after Loki set Rover down inside the bowl of the volcano. The dust settled. The shuttle ceased to click as it cooled. Still they sat in silence. Waiting.

      For what?

      “We have to do this,” Konner said finally.

      “I’ll stay and guard Rover,” Loki said flatly.

      “None of us should have to face this place alone. We all go, or we all stay.” Kim swallowed deeply.

      “We killed a man in there,” Loki reminded them all.

      “We killed a monster who tried to kill us and our villagers any number of times.” Konner gathered a portable illuminator and a canteen. He tossed other survival gear to his brothers.

      “We all go and face our personal demons together.” Konner decided for them. “Come on. Let’s get this over with before the IMPs have any more time to find us.”
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      Loki stopped in the shadow of the ragged cave entrance. The sun beat down in a blinding glare upon the dry bowl of the caldera. The black rock reflected and bounced the light so that there was no relief and no shadow. High, steep walls of the blown-out mountain rose one point five kilometers above him, trapping the heat and the dust, keeping out the wind. Nothing disturbed this lonely and hidden outpost in the Southern Mountains.

      Even in the shade of a cavern opening, sweat poured from his brow and back. He smelled himself and did not like the acrid taint of fear.

      Deliberately, Loki scuffed the dust with his foot. Anything to delay entrance into the cave. He spotted traces of footprints, remnants of his retreat from this place a few weeks ago. He discerned the shape of his boots, Konner’s lighter steps, Kim’s bare feet, the tiny prints made by Hestiia, Kim’s wife. In the middle, he barely made out the shuffling smudge made by Taneeo, the village priest. He’d been weak, ill, and sorely abused when they rescued him from Hanassa’s violent clutches.

      Then he saw something else. Someone with firm steps and a confident stride had been here. The most recent visitor had worn soft boots—unusual among the local population. Male by the length, breadth, and depth of stride. Those prints were fresh.

      “Wait!” Loki called his brothers. They had already entered the relative coolness of the first chamber.

      “What now?” Konner asked impatiently. He swept his illuminator along the walls, creating more shadows than it banished.

      “Someone has been here. Recently,” Loki said. He clamped his teeth shut to keep them from chattering.

      “Rovers camp here when they travel the pass,” Kim explained.

      “Yeah. Rovers.” Loki gulped. He took a swig from his canteen.

      His family had given him the nickname of the Norse god known for his adventurous spirit and lack of caution. He was always the first one to wade into a brawl and usually the last man standing. Why did he fear this place so?

      Because you took a life within these caverns, his conscience reminded him. That inner voice always sounded just like Mum. Anger began to replace his hesitance. Anger at Mum for her martyr complex and her manipulation of all three of her sons. Anger at himself for listening to her for so many years. Anger at Hanassa for being the bloodthirsty priest of the false god Simurgh. Anger at the dragons who had originally spawned Hanassa and then kicked him out of the nimbus for his lack of honor and his taste for human flesh.

      He let the anger propel him forward. He caught up with his brothers and took the lead.

      He could not help watching the ground closely for that alien footprint. It danced off to the side, then rejoined the direct route to the lower levels. A few paces farther on it disappeared again. Loki breathed a little easier.

      The three brothers wound their way silently through the maze of caverns into the large room with a natural dais. At the entrance they all paused and held their breath.

      Someone had placed a large, high-backed chair made of silver bloodwood in the exact center of the platform. Before it, a massive boulder had been carved and shaped into an altar. Outlines of a dragon dismembering naked humans, male and female, young and old, helpless, and in their prime, appeared half finished on all four sides of the stone.

      “The chair... it looks like a throne,” Loki gulped. He could not stand to look at the grisly altar. He drank deeply from the canteen to keep his stomach under control.

      His lover, Cyndi, would love that throne. She looked good in red with her blonde hair and fair skin.

      “Who can tolerate sitting on that wood? The sap toxins burn right through clothing.” Konner squirmed uneasily.

      “Hanassa would sit there. I don’t think he’d notice a little thing like discomfort,” Loki said quietly. Cyndi would also find a way to discount or avoid skin rashes and welts. Enhancing her looks was her primary occupation. That and defying her father.

      “The dragons dumped Hanassa’s body into the lava core,” Kim reminded them. “He could not have survived. I know it, you know it. The dragons know it.” He slapped his illuminator on his thigh with each statement.

      The wriggling light created moving shadows that looked entirely too much like the bloodthirsty dragons on the alter.

      “Maybe the Rovers?” Loki offered. Anything to banish the thought that Hanassa might still live to plague them.

      Or his ghost might haunt them. Who else would want to erect and carve that altar? The rock looked untainted. At least it had not yet been consecrated with human blood.

      “Maybe Rovers.” Konner sounded as if he did not really buy that explanation. The Coros blamed all misdeeds and bad luck upon the homeless tribes.

      “We need to get moving and destroy the beacon,” he said. Now he took the lead and marched across the cavern toward the lava tube tunnel that would take them downward, into the bowels of the mountain.

      “It’s so beautiful.” Kim drawled his words, his accent declining into the drawn-out enunciation of the locals. He ran his hand above the intricate carving of the throne. He seemed to caress it without actually touching it. Horned dragon heads looked over the shoulder of anyone who sat there. Dragon wings formed the arms and sides. Dragon legs and large dragon feet with extended talons supported the piece. The openwork back looked like more dragon horns interlaced.

      “They’ve left bits of the silver bark on the wings to represent the shimmering translucence of the membrane.” Kim looked as if he was about to sit.

      “Poison permeating the wood makes it red,” Konner reminded the youngest brother, grabbing him by the back of his belt to keep him from touching the wood.

      Kim sighed heavily as if breaking a trance. Then he rejoined his older siblings. “I wonder who carved it,” he mused.

      “I don’t think I want to know,” Loki said, careful to keep his speech crisp like any properly educated civil back home. “The artist’s hands would be ruined forever from working with the raw wood.”

      “The artist who carved the altar would also have a ruined psyche after working those images,” Kim said with a shudder.

      They began the trek downward. The smooth lava tube tunnel offered an easy path. The temperature rose dramatically with each half kilometer. By the time the path leveled off into another cavern, all three were drenched with sweat. They exhausted their canteens about halfway down.

      “I’m so thirsty even that creek water will taste good,” Loki admitted. He rushed to the streamside they’d followed for the last onepont seven kilometers and splashed some of the sulfur-laden liquid on his face. He dipped his cupped hands once more for a drink.

      “Hold on, Loki,” Konner grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him away from the creek bed. “Let me test it first.”

      “What could change the content since the last time we were here? It’s potable even if it does taste like morning breath with a hangover,” Loki argued.

      “This is an active volcano. The mineral content of this stream changes frequently.” Konner knelt with one of his gadgets extended over the water. He dipped a sensor in and waited.

      They all waited. Probably only a few femtos, but it seemed like an hour. The gadget beeped. Konner nodded.

      Loki slurped up a double handful of water and spat it out. He screwed up his face at the foul taste. His brothers laughed.

      “At least I wet the inside of my mouth,” Loki excused himself. The sourness at the back of his throat overcame the strong aftertaste of sulfur. He sipped a few drops from his hands. It didn’t taste quite so bad this time. A few more sips and he could tolerate enough to slake his thirst.

      He noticed his brothers taking a few cautious sips as well. Eventually, they all drank their fill.

      “The beacon,” Konner reminded them.

      As one, they rose to their feet and headed deeper into the maze of caverns. Half walls, boulders, stalactites, stalagmites, and columns forced them to take a twisted path that doubled back and wandered far from a straight line. Small dead-end rooms branched off the convoluted cavern. They paused at a metal door blocking a large room. They’d removed the computers and technical gadgets left there by the original colonists and stored them aboard Sirius. None of the locals could stumble upon the equipment and use it destructively without understanding it.

      As Hanassa had.

      Their steps took them past the site of their last confrontation with Hanassa, the place where Loki had pulled the trigger of a lethal needle rifle and killed the man. Each brother murmured a quick prayer and moved on.

      Loki resisted the urge to make the sign of the cross. That was Mum’s religion, not his. Still, the old habit died hard.

      Suddenly, the darkness and the weight of the mountain above pressed heavily against Loki. His breathing grew difficult.

      He lived yet again the moment he had last faced Hanassa. He raised his arms, as if still holding the needle rifle, took aim, and pulled the trigger. Cold sweat broke out on his face and hands. His knees trembled.

      He saw again the hundreds of poisoned slivers of steel pierce Hanassa’s back. Felt with him the agony as the deadly missiles passed through his body into the chest of Taneeo, his apprentice priest and hostage.

      The world went white. Too bright.

      As life escaped Hanassa, Loki knew several moments of deep agony in his body and soul. And then nothing.

      He shivered, remembering the cold numbness that had frozen his mind and his will to go on living.

      He still dreamed that he died with Hanassa.

      A hum began in the back of Loki’s head. It sang in his back teeth and quivered along the fine hairs on his spine.

      “Konner, is this what you hear when you work with the crystals?” Loki whispered.

      “Similar. Nothing is as beautiful as the siren song of a crystal array in harmony,” Konner replied.

      “I have never heard a crystal array. This is irresistible.” Kim smartened his steps and walked forward eagerly, the way he went to greet Hestiia.

      A flicker of movement in Loki’s peripheral vision diverted his attention from the allure of the hum. He turned quickly and swept his illuminator over the walls. The light glinted off dripping limestone. Ominous shadows played with his depth perception. Was that the shape of a man hiding behind a column? Or was it merely another stalagmite in the distance?

      He shook himself free of the creepy imaginings.

      Then he heard it. A low chuckle rummaging around his mind.

      “Someone is here,” he hissed to his brothers.

      They halted in their tracks, not moving a muscle.

      “Are you certain?” Kim asked. He stared around him, keeping the illuminator low.

      “Yes,” Loki breathed. “I can feel him.”

      “Him? Who?” Konner also searched the immediate environs.

      “Not sure who. Only sure that a mind brushed against mine. It was... was totally alien.”

      Five months ago either of his brothers would have questioned Loki’s statement. Since coming to this planet, they had learned a new respect for psychic powers. Each possessed a different one. Loki was telepathic if he tried hard enough. Kim had visions of the future and the healer’s talent. Konner could move things with his mind.

      Each talent seemed to grow stronger the longer they stayed on this world of dragons and magic.

      “We’ll deal with the intruder after we dump the beacon.” Konner moved forward.

      Kim followed him, letting his illuminator wander from the direct path seeking anything that did not look right.

      Loki took up the rear. He turned in frequent circles, checking all directions, including up and down. Nothing showed in the feeble light. But the presence of “another” still weighed heavily on his mind.

      They passed into the next cavern. The light was better here. Openings to the churning lava pool allowed the red glow from planetary fire to penetrate a few of the shadows.

      The rusting hulk of an ancient steam generator, left over from the original colonists, loomed over them. The brothers had nicknamed the machine Big Bertha after a very cranky and very lazy aunt. Out of some superstition, Loki touched the boiler.

      And jerked his hand away. He sucked on his palm, drawing out some of the burn.

      “Why is this thing hot?” he asked around the fleshy part of his hand.

      Panic lighted Konner’s eyes. “It should be cool, unless... unless someone connected the pipes.” He moved around the machine and shone his illuminator on the line of pipes that channeled creek water over the heat of the lava pool and into the boiler. Indeed, the broken and rusting pieces had been patched together with bands of bright bronze.

      “Those welds won’t hold.” Konner shook his head.

      “The question is who did it?” Loki persisted. He fought to control his own panic. “The only person on this planet with the technical knowledge to repair this thing, other than us, is dead.” He gulped. “He is dead, isn’t he?”

      Silence.

      “Isn’t he!”

      “He has to be. We watched Iianthe and Gentian dump his body into the lava pit,” Kim insisted.

      Loki replayed the scene from his memory, checking for errors. The two purple-tipped dragons had shrunk to the size of house cats. Eerily black and winged, they had grabbed the limp body of Hanassa in beak and claw, flown it through this side tunnel, and dropped it. Loki had not watched the corpse burn. He didn’t need to in order to know it could not survive in any form.

      “This beacon follows Hanassa into the pit before anything else diverts my attention.” Konner ran into the nearest tunnel giving access to the open cauldron of churning lava.

      At that moment the alluring hum increased to raucous song.

      “The dragongate,” Loki breathed.

      The light changed from eerie red to a green-blue. The natural wormhole, born of the tremendous heat and pressure of the volcano, bridged the distance between the volcano and the depths of an ocean. And out of those watery depths loomed the biggest fish Loki had seen or read about on any of the worlds they had visited. The infamous behemoth. A voracious feeder, known to charge large boats and take bites out of the hulls.

      “Shite, I need burning rock to destroy this thing, not water!” Konner shouted.

      A mottled blue-and-gray hide made the behemoth nearly invisible until it was upon them. Its gaping maw showed row upon row of dagger-sharp teeth. Seven beady eyes probed the watery depths for prey.

      Loki barely had time to breathe before the fish spotted Konner, turned, and lunged through the water into the mountain cavern. Konner reared back, stumbled, fell. The beacon rolled away from him.

      A shadowy figure, clothed in concealing dark robes leaped out of the darkness, pounced upon the gadget, and raced off with it. He chortled and giggled as he pranced away.

      “St. Michael and all the angels, he sounds just like Hanassa,” Loki choked as he scrambled after the retreating shadow.
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      Martin Fortesque checked the corridor outside his suite. He’d already misdirected the normal surveillance equipment. This wing of the residence was empty of his many tutors, bodyguards, accountants, spiritual advisers, and athletic young sports companions, who were well paid by Melinda to see to Martin’s well-being, and to keep him out of her hair. For once Melinda Fortesque had relaxed her vigilance over her son’s safety—and his privacy.

      Melinda carefully scheduled ten Earth Standard Minutes into her day to be a mother. The rest of her time was dedicated to making Aurora the wealthiest planet in the Galactic Terran Empire and the much larger Galactic Free Market.

      “No one around to interfere,” Martin chortled. He’d just spent two hours hacking into his mother’s day-planner to make certain every one of his prison wardens believed that someone else occupied Martin’s time.

      He leaned back in his Lazy-former®. The inflatable cushions filled the contours of his posture and supported him while he concentrated on the blank white wall in front of him.

      Where to begin?

      “Scaramouch,” he commanded his computer unit. “Bank balance upper right-hand corner.”

      A figure representing the total liquidity available to him appeared in both GTE credits and Adols, the Aurorian monetary unit. Not enough. For all of her wealth, Melinda kept her son on a strict and limited budget. Largesse came sporadically for reasons only Melinda understood.

      “Scaramouch, holoimage of the HD™ 37000 jet pedcycle with optional foul weather bubble in lower left-hand corner. Full size.” A three-dimensional two-wheeled vehicle with foot pedals for cycling, jet ports for minor elevation over obstacles, and collapsible wings for higher gliding materialized in the room. Only a slight distortion of sunlight coming in from a bank of tinted bioglass windows hinted that the coveted cycle was made only of colored light.

      “Price of the HD 37000 above it, please.” An astronomical figure appeared above the image in both credits and Adols. “Difference between bank balance and price of HD 37000 in the center.”

      The new figures represented an additional year of savings from his allowance.

      “Well, Melinda told me to do my own birthday shopping. She’s always saying I don’t get enough exercise, so she can’t object to the cycle in principle. Let’s see what we can do. Scaramouch, show me Melinda Fortesque’s day-planner for my birthday.”

      The computer already had the day memorized since Martin had accessed it several times in the last three months. He skimmed the usual round of conferences, lists of judges and legislators to be bribed, and deadlines that littered his mother’s life. Fifteen minutes allocated to an appearance before a judge. Not an unusual occurrence. Probably some paperwork designed to keep planetary laws within GTE guidelines while concentrating a maximum amount of power and money in Melinda’s hands. After the court date, she’d budgeted an entire hour for his birthday celebration. The fact that it coincided with the evening meal surprised him. Mealtimes were prime opportunities to access business associates and rivals in supposedly casual settings. An Adol figure beside the mealtime must represent the amount of money Melinda was willing to part with for Martin’s birthday present.

      He raised his eyebrows, surprised at the amount. Quite a bit more than he expected.

      “Wonder what she wants to bribe me for this time?” He mused. “Add this figure to my bank balance.” He touched the day-planner image and dragged it up to the right-hand corner. The numbers ran upward.

      Still not enough.

      “Scaramouch, delete foul weather bubble from HD 37000.”

      The holoimage wavered and distorted, then reassembled itself without the protective force field that would keep rain, wind, and unpleasant temperatures from disturbing the rider. The price numbers flickered and changed. The difference between the price and the amount of money he might expect to tap decreased but remained far too high.

      “Scaramouch, replace bubble. Since I’ve got to get creative, let’s go for the whole thing.” Martin memorized the number in the center of his field and blanked the screen. “Scaramouch, boot up BigMoney program.”

      Martin spent the next hour moving figures around the program. He bought some highrisk stock with his available allowance and sold it almost immediately at a slight profit. He bought a confiscated cargo sitting in the police warehouse and sold it through the port authorities. That brought him closer to his goal.

      Then something in the port records caught his eye. The entry was listed in bright red and displayed in letters three times the normal size.

      “M. Konner O’Hara, ship Sirius. No entry under any circumstances on or before above date.”

      Martin looked closer. The “above date” was his birthday. Why had the port—and therefore his mother—banned Martin’s summer camp counselor from the planet on his birthday?

      Melinda sent Martin away for three months every year for “education and socialization opportunities.” In other words, she wanted her son out of sight and out of mind. Konner O’Hara had been his counselor for four years. Except this year. Melinda had kept Martin home with no explanation other than a new tutor with loads of homework assignments.

      Martin skipped back to his mother’s day-planner. The judge to be bribed that day also included a court time handwritten in tiny letters rather than computer generated. An unusual entry. Electronic pencil markings could not be changed easily and Martin had yet to discover a program to hack them. The computer had difficulty reading the print and kept blanking it out.

      Martin enhanced that portion of the schedule and set it on decode mode in case Melinda had gotten creative with her private entries. She did that every once in a while, as if she feared industrial espionage. She should.

      “Final custody hearing. Make certain Martin has a new suit.”

      “I don’t believe it. Melinda is actually going to go through the motions of obeying a law that is good for the masses but not necessarily good for her. She’s going to let me choose my custodial parent. That myth she’s been telling me, and everyone else, that she chose artificial insemination to gain an heir is a big fat lie! But why outlaw Konner. Maybe he knows my father. He could get my dad here in time for me to legally choose him instead of Melinda.”

      In order to maintain good standing with the GTE, Melinda Fortesque had to make a show of a republican government for the people who lived on Aurora—all of them her employees. Anything that she disliked or found inconvenient was taken care of with a bribe of money or influence. At some time in the past, she had allowed a law to pass that in cases of contested custody, the child had the right to choose his/her final custodial parent at the age of fourteen.

      The fact that a hearing had been scheduled meant that Martin’s father—whoever he might be—had challenged Melinda. He hadn’t totally abandoned Martin.

      “I wonder who my dad is?”

      He zoomed back to the port authority and moved the order banning Konner O’Hara from Aurora to the previous year. No mention of banning him on or after the birthday and crucial court date. “Konner went out of his way to become a counselor at my summer camp. Maybe he’s my dad.”

      Martin hoped so. The three Aurora months each summer that he spent with Konner represented more time than the accumulated amount Melinda allotted him on a daily basis.

      “If he is my dad, then his name is on the custody suit.” Martin hesitated. Did he dare hack into the official court records? The GTE maintained those records, not the local judicial system. If he got caught, even Melinda would have a hard time bailing him out.

      He called up the message center of his computer. Sure enough, Bruce Geralds, his cabin mate at summer camp had left three messages. Martin opened them. All three were innocuous greetings and gossip about other friends.

      Martin opened a mailbox and dashed off a hurried message for a conference. He needed the help of all of his friends to hack into the court records—especially Bruce whose father was a freelance bounty agent.

      “Martin!” Melinda appeared in the center of his screen, life-sized and in three dimensions, as if she actually stood there. Her lustrous brown hair was sculpted into the latest fashion of the sleek professional woman. Her suit had cost the annual income of several small worlds. And anger blazed from her amber-brown eyes.

      “What do you think you are doing with this money program?” she demanded.

      “Just shopping for my birthday present, like you asked me to,” he answered innocently. Hopefully she wouldn’t find out until too late exactly what he planned to get for his birthday.
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      “Konner, grab the beacon with your mind,” Kim called out to his brother even as he ran after the thief. They had to destroy the device before the IMPs found the jump point. Before Kim was forced to leave Coronnan and Hestiia.

      Hestiia. A gaping hole opened in his gut at the thought of leaving her. Of never coming back.

      Because once the GTE found this planet, nothing would be the same. The life they had built here would vanish as ashes from an evening campfire scattered, trampled, and drowned by invaders.

      He and his brothers would not be allowed to return.

      The black-clad figure darted through the maze of caverns. He stopped and looked at Kim from the depths of his hood.

      “Show yourself, bastard!” Loki called from right behind Kim. “Are you afraid to show your face?”

      The intruder giggled, high-pitched, hysterical.

      Insane.

      And took off again in a new direction. He danced and leaped and cavorted as if leading a festival celebration, all the while making certain Kim and Loki followed.

      “He’s toying with us,” Kim panted. He put on a burst of speed.

      “St. Bridget, and Mary, and all of God’s little angels help me!” Loki cried as he took a flying leap.

      Loki landed hard, fingers entwined in their quarry’s cloak.

      “Eeeeppp!” the man squealed. He flailed.

      Loki tugged on the sturdy cloth. Not black. The ubiquitous rust color of the local shaggy cattle.

      Kim grabbed the man’s shoulders. Must be male by the breadth and musculature. He wore soft boots made of deer hide, the same as the footprint Loki had seen earlier.

      And then the thief wiggled once and slid out of their grasp.

      The intruder left Kim holding the cloak as he disappeared into the shadows.

      Loki pounded the ground with his fist. He remained prone, shoulders slack in disappointment.

      “I can’t... get... it,” Konner panted coming up behind them. “I can’t find the beacon with my mind. And I don’t have any Tambootie to augment my powers.”

      A hum began in the back of Kim’s neck. His teeth itched and his feet did not want to remain still.

      “The dragongate,” he breathed. “It’s opening.”

      “By St. Robin Williams, does this ghost know how to use the gate?” Loki looked up. Horror dawned in his eyes.

      “If anyone but us knows…” Kim did not dare finish that thought. Instant transportation to almost anywhere on the planet offered near-limitless power. Another unscrupulous megalomaniac like Hanassa…

      “Hestiia knows,” Konner reminded him.

      “So does Taneeo,” Loki added. “Hanassa sent him through the gate dozens of times while he was enslaved.”

      “We can trust them. Hestiia is my wife. Taneeo is a friend. He presided at my wedding. They understand why this must be kept secret,” Kim insisted.

      “Then who?” Loki asked. “Sure, we all want to trust everyone. But who else did Hanassa show this to?”

      “There he is.” Konner dashed after the flicker of movement at the edge of the light.

      Kim and Loki stayed at his heels. They had to catch the man now. Before the IMPs locked onto the beacon and everything he held dear crashed around him. They ran full out. Kim’s lungs began to strain in the heat. His thighs ached and his heart thundered in his ears.

      The hum in the back of his neck set his teeth on edge. “He’s headed for the dragongate!” he called out.

      Big Bertha loomed ahead of them. The eerie red light from the lava grew brighter; took on tones of gray and pale green.

      “Stop him before…

      Their quarry darted into the tunnel, little more than a silhouette.

      Kim blinked his eyes several times, trying to focus on the figure, find some point of familiarity, or substance in him.

      “Good-bye, my friends. Thank you for this unexpected gift!” He waved the device above his head. “Even the dragons can’t catch me.” The stranger’s voice deepened and rang through the tunnels. The soaring caverns took up the cry, twisted it, amplified the reverberating tones, and sent it back to them.

      The hair on Kim’s nape stood on end. Chill touched his heart.

      Loki made the sign of the cross without breaking stride.

      The light shifted again, going red and dark.

      Konner came to a skidding halt at the lip of the volcanic crater.

      A stream of lava flared upward coming within a thousand feet of the precipice where they stood. The heat threatened to scorch exposed skin.

      “He’s gone,” Konner whispered.

      “Where?” Kim asked. “Did you see where the dragongate took him.”

      “No place I recognized. Gray-green soil, rocks jutting through like broken bones in a compound fracture, scant plant life. Deep ravines revealing black rock beneath the soil.”

      “We have to find him.”

      “How?”
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