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			Prologue

			Commander Diego Perez of the Velossian sector of the Seressin Empire had finally made it back to the home he’d felt he would never see again. He left his apprentice behind as he entered the small church. Left behind also were the emblems of his rank and power. They had no meaning in this place. Diego carried a dirk inside his armor and a hand laser inside his sleeve. He wore his dark military uniform, but it was devoid of decoration and badges. 

			Of the huge wooden doors that had once fascinated him with their ornate carvings of painted birds and saints, only one was left, and it was hanging askew by one hinge. A live bird exploded in a flurry of feathers and squawking indignation above his head as he walked into the church. The full moon shone through a large hole in the ceiling. This was the church where he had gone to mass with his family. It had been vibrant, busy, and alive when he had been here last. How long ago? Barely ten years? How could this have happened in so short a time? And what had happened? It was inconceivable that there would be no church for those who lived nearby. 

			Leaves and other debris crunched under his feet as he walked toward the balustrade and the altar. The moonlight showed ghosts of the bright paint that had covered the walls. Birds roosted where the statuary once stood. Other creatures rustled in the shadows of the walls. 

			Diego approached the bare and weather-beaten altar and genuflected. Before he got up, he prayed that he might be able to find out what had happened here. Anaar had told him that space travel distorted time, but still, there should have been something, someone. The soft sigh of the wind outside was all he heard. He got up and turned back toward the door. 

			“Who are you?” a low voice asked from the doorway where the priests used to enter to perform mass. 

			“I am Commander Diego Perez y Andres Morales. And who are you?” he asked the shadow. 

			“I am Bernardo Fortuna.” 

			“What happened here?” 

			“Ah, you have been away. Your family name is familiar. Are you related to Don Reynaldo Perez? They owned much land around here for many years.”

			“Yes. Don Reynaldo is my brother. And I have been away; far away.”

			“Ah, the son who disappeared under strange and frightening conditions. I am sorry to bear you the sad news that your brother, señor, no longer lives. He died almost ten years ago. His daughter and son-in-law take care of what is left of the rancho.” 

			Ten years?! How long had he been gone, in terms of years on Earth? “What year is it, Señor Fortuna?”

			“What a strange question. It would be the same year in South America, or anywhere else, as it is here.”

			“I have been far into the frontier.” That was technically true, although this man’s brain would never understand how far a frontier it was.

			“It is 1849, my friend.”

			More than twenty years. He had lived ten to Earth’s twenty. “What happened here?”

			“First the corrupt administrados, and then war with the Americanos. The Americans have pretty much taken over everything, including the land. Your family was lucky to have saved even a small portion of the large hacienda your father once owned.”

			“So the Mexican government won independence and then couldn’t hold on to their lands,” Diego conjectured. 

			“That is about it, señor. Since the Spanish priests went away, the missions have suffered.”

			There was little he could do about it. “Thank you for your information to a tired traveler. Let me reward you.” Diego pulled out a gold nugget and handed it to the man, who had barely stepped out of the shadows.

			The man scuttled forward and took the proffered gift. “Is this gold? I have heard of this farther north, but not here. Gracias, señor, gracias!”

			Diego decided to take a chance. “Can I trust you to take something to my brother’s family?”

			“Of course, of course.”

			Diego hastily wrote a short note on paper he had brought with him. He folded it and put it in a small packet. “Good. Here is a letter addressed to my niece. Give this to her. Here is more gold for your efforts.” Diego handed him a small pouch of gold dust. 

			The man’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets when he looked inside. “Holy Mother of God watch over and bless you! I will take this immediately!”

			“Thank you, Señor Fortuna!”

			“De nada, amigo. Go in peace.”

			After the old man left, Diego walked behind the altar and pulled out the litter that had collected. He found a place where another bag of nuggets would be hidden from all except one who knew exactly where to look. Once the gold was hidden, he replaced the rubbish. He strode out of the church and gazed at the moonlit countryside. Diego remembered the last time he stood on this land. It was now a land that was alien to him. He remembered his capture and those first days in a place that had been so horrifying to him…. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Oh, please, go away! Leave me alone! Holy Mother of God, help me! Diego’s mind cried as the soft footfalls came closer. “Santa Maria!” he moaned out loud. His fear was like a fire consuming dry tinder, threatening to overwhelm him. 

			How long had he been here? He had been riding his horse, Tejas, in the hills, trying to find an answer to his anger. He had not seen the green of the new growth on the hills of his father’s rancho. He didn’t hear the crows cawing their alarm, didn’t hear the out of place wheezing, whistling, and clanking noises until it was too late. His mind was replaying his father announcing his intention to give Reynaldo complete control over the rancho, the thousands of acres of land, the innumerable head of cattle and horses, and the hillsides of grapes. Everything! 

			He, Diego, the fourteen-year-old son of Miguel Francisco Morales, would be left with nothing in a few short years. Not even the horse he was riding, his beloved Tejas, the gelding he had raised from a colt, would be his because it all belonged to his brother now. 

			Then Diego had heard the strange noises, had seen the horrible demon-like creatures. They killed Tejas with a weapon that shot fire. When he jumped off his dying horse’s back to run, they had caught him. One with scales like a snake grabbed him by one arm. Another with grey fur and yellow cat eyes grabbed the other arm. Another snake demon snatched the front of his shirt and tore his hat off his head, almost decapitating him when the leather string didn’t immediately give. That demon was larger than the others. He jerked Diego toward him. The boy remembered the foulness of the demon’s breath, the horrid redness of its lidless eyes. He remembered gagging, wanting to throw up his breakfast. Still, he had struggled. Was this his punishment from God for being angry with his brother, for cursing him? The demon pulled back his arm, and Diego saw a taloned fist coming toward his face. Everything went black. 

			***

			The footsteps stopped. He heard whispery breathing and then felt the light touch of a velvet-skinned hand. Diego cried out again, trying to press closer to the cold metal wall. He pulled his arms tighter around his head, trying to shut out everything in this hellish place. The room he had awakened in was bare and stark. The air whooshed sibilantly around him. Where was the sky, where was the warm dusty earth, the smell of junipers after a spring rain? 

			Right now, Diego didn’t care if he was the youngest son of the richest rancher near San Gabriel in Mexican California, maybe fit to inherit a few acres of land, some scrawny cattle, and swaybacked horses at the whim of his haughty brother. He didn’t care; he wanted to go home. To be free of this hellish purgatory. 

			“Skrekorismmm,” a voice said, breaking into his misery. It was a soft voice, with an almost musical cadence. 

			No! Leave me alone!

			My son, he heard his father speaking in the deep recesses of his mind. My son, be brave. Take what you have. Build on it. It is more than your grandfather had. If you work hard, you will win in life. It had been small comfort then after his father gave everything to his oldest brother, but he saw the wisdom of it now. If he was in purgatory, he would take his punishment, and then he would see the Virgin, be rescued by her. If these creatures were not from hell…well, he wasn’t sure what he would do, but he couldn’t sit in the corner forever. Be brave, be brave, the voice continued to say to the beat of his heart. 

			“Krisorinmo?” the voice asked. Diego felt the touch again, and he shivered. 

			Be brave! 

			***

			Diego remembered not too long ago when he was out with his father’s vaqueros. The bright stars twinkling above him, he felt the coolness of the evening breezes and heard the crackling of their fire. There was a howling nearby. “Coyote,” he had said. 

			“No, it is el lobo, the wolf,” Miguel said. “We must be vigilant. They will be after the new foals and calves.”

			Diego remembered riding with Roberto a short time later around the perimeter of the camp. “Something does not feel right,” the vaquero murmured. 

			Then it happened. A twig snapped, and a form flew toward them, knocking Roberto to the ground. The wolf snapped and growled, reaching for Roberto’s throat. The vaquero beat at the animal’s head with one hand while trying to get a hold of the wolf’s neck with the other. 

			Diego leaped from his horse while drawing his pistol, trying to aim at the maddened creature. 

			“Shoot, Diego, shoot!” Roberto cried. 

			Trying to locate the fallen man in the darkness by his voice, the boy aimed at the growls. He fired, and heard a yelp and then more growls. Diego pulled out his knife and got into a crouch, waiting. “Roberto?” he called. In the dim moonlight, Diego saw the yellow eyes of the wolf as it began creeping toward him. It turned its head and snapped at something, then resumed stalking Diego. “Roberto?” 

			The wolf crouched, preparing to spring. Diego threw his useless pistol at the animal and held his knife in front of him. The wolf sprang. Diego jerked to one side, raking the blade across the animal’s ribs. He felt the wind of the wolf’s passing. He heard a pistol shot from behind him and pivoted. Several vaqueros had pistols and muskets ready. 

			They weren’t needed. The wolf lay in a heap, its back legs twitching in death. Then it was still. Miguel walked over to the animal and examined it, holding a burning limb close. Diego rushed to Roberto’s side. The vaquero still lay on the ground. 

			“Roberto.” Diego stared in horror at the blood staining the man’s chest, pouring from his throat.

			Roberto gasped for breath. “You were brave, very brave, my friend,” he whispered, then coughed. “Watch for rabid wolves among men.”

			Diego grabbed the dying man’s hand and held it tightly. Roberto had taught him to ride, rope, and shoot. They had spent many hours talking together. Roberto was more of a brother than his own brother had been. His heart squeezed tight and then expanded until he thought he would choke. Diego felt tears prickling in the corners of his eyes and blinked to get rid of them. Men didn’t cry, his father had told him. 

			“Diego, do not expect anything from others. Make your own future.” More gasping, more blood, and then with a sigh, Roberto was dead. 

			Diego held the dead man’s hand for a few more minutes, wishing there was some way to bring Roberto back. Any way…. 

			***

			The touch on his hand was gentle, and Diego opened his eyes. The demon in front of him had round eyes that were as blue as robin’s eggs and as lustrous as pearls. A lavender down covered his body. Diego remembered this one. He had come with a bowl of something that resembled green porridge. It had been left, untouched, by the door where it was placed. The creature didn’t remain last time; it pulled out the uneaten food and slid in a fresh bowl, standing in the doorway and gazing at him for a moment before leaving. 

			This time, though, the creature stayed and then approached. It was small, the top of its head reaching below Diego’s waist. Its fingers were short and pudgy. Its ears were small bumps on each side of its head, while the nose was a nubbin above a mouth that resembled a fish’s. It held out the new bowl, the contents steaming. Diego’s stomach growled, but he made no move to take the demon’s offering. 

			“Phris,” the lavender creature said, pointing to himself. 

			Diego continued to gaze at the little beast, not moving. Despite his fear, he looked into the little man’s bluish eyes and felt its kindness.

			It pointed at the bowl and made motions of eating what was inside. “Krylis,” it said, the round mouth elongating into a thin line. 

			Diego wasn’t sure if it was trying to smile or grimace, but he assumed it was the former. The creature held the bowl closer to Diego. 

			“Krylis,” it repeated. 

			Diego leaned forward and gazed into the bowl. There were various things inside, some that looked like twigs and some bits that resembled variegated leaves. At the bottom of the bowl was a lump of reddish paste. 

			The creature picked up one of the sticks and stuck it in the paste. Then it handed the stick to Diego. There was something about this being that reassured Diego. He took the stick, studied it, and then nibbled the end with the paste. 

			The little man put the bowl down, puffed his cheeks, and clapped his hands together. Then he sat back on his haunches and watched as Diego chewed and swallowed. 

			The paste had a slightly tart flavor, like that of oranges before full ripeness. The stick was sweet, almost like the taste of sugar cane his uncle Juan had once brought from Cuba. Diego continued nibbling on the stick until he suddenly found it gone. The fuzzy creature puffed his cheeks again and held out the bowl. Diego took it and quickly ate the remaining sticks. He bit into one of the leaf things and found it was good, too. His stomach was still growling as he swallowed the last bite. Residual paste sat in the bottom of the bowl. Diego used his finger to scrape the bowl, savoring the last bite. 

			He held out the bowl and smiled. The lavender creature cocked his head and stared at Diego’s mouth. Diego smiled again, inclined his head, and said, “Gracias, señor.”

			“Smophix?” the creature said, pointing one stubby finger at Diego’s face. 

			Diego shook his head, not understanding. He did point inside the empty bowl making motions of eating more food. 

			The creature’s eyes looked sad, and then he made a motion with his fingers. “Kras,” was all he said, but Diego assumed he was being told no.

			With a sigh, Diego handed the bowl back and leaned against the wall. The lavender furred creature touched him on the shoulder and then pointed to itself. “Phris,” it said. It pointed again. “Phris.”

			Could that be its name, Diego wondered? Then krylis must have been the name of the food. He pointed at the little man. “Phris?”

			Eyes sparkling, the creature made a huffing sound, clearly pleased. 

			Diego pointed to himself. “Diego.”

			Phris touched him on the chest. “Dee-a-ya-go,” he said.

			Diego smiled and nodded, pointing to himself. “Diego.” Then he pointed to Phris. “Phris.”

			Phris reached over with one stubby hand and tugged on his shirt, pointing to the door. Did he want Diego to leave? Maybe Phris was going to take him home. Getting up, Diego followed the strange creature. The lavender man held his hand up to a red spot on the wall by the door and waited. There was a beep, and the door slid open like a curtain. Diego peered at it, but at a sound and gesture from Phris, he walked out of the little room. 

			He followed Phris down hallways that were of the same cold metal as his cell, gray and drab. There was light, but no lanterns or candles. Diego gazed upward at the ceiling, wondering how this could be. There was no window to let sunlight in either. They turned a corner, and Diego saw another plain hallway. They did this several more times, and he wondered how Phris could find his way around. 

			Phris stopped at the end of the corridor and put his hand on another spot like the one that had been in the other room. Another door slid open, and Diego gazed into a tiny room. Phris motioned him in, but Diego balked, imagining himself locked in this room not much bigger than a confessional. Shaking his head, he backed up. Phris gazed at him, then walked into the little room. With soft sounds and more gestures, the little creature beckoned to him. Diego stepped in and heard the door close behind him. 

			Suddenly, the young man felt the floor shudder, and the room acted as though it were moving. Earthquake, he asked himself? Diego stared wildly at Phris. The lavender creature made his soothing sounds and touched him lightly on the arm. It was reassuring, but Diego’s heart still beat wildly.

			After a short while, the movement ended, and the door opened again, this time to a larger room. Diego stared in open-mouthed wonder. How could he go into this little room from a hallway and end up in a large room, he wondered? On one side of the room were several of the creatures like those who had captured him. His fear began to grow again, filling his chest with dread. 

			The scaled demon made motions with his clawed fingers, and Phris moved forward, pulling at Diego’s sleeve when the young man balked. The dark, olive-green demon’s speech was like the barking and growling of coyotes mixed with the hissing of snakes. It was stridently loud, hurting his ears. Diego shuffled as close as Phris made him. 

			The demon shot out a reptilian arm and hooked its claws into his already tattered shirt. His trousers were not in much better shape, the cuffs shredded. The dirty fabric ripped, but the boy still ended up face to face with this monster from hell. His eyes wide with fear, Diego tried to turn his head enough to avoid the horror’s fetid breath. He gagged. 

			With a growl, the demon jerked his head back toward him, roaring. Diego felt blood trickle down his cheek from the creature’s claws. It grabbed his hair and jerked his face even closer. The pain brought tears to the corners of his eyes, but Diego would not cry out. That resolution was short-lived. The demon let go of his shirt and back-handed him across the face. It did this twice before releasing his hair. 

			Diego flew across the room and landed hard on the metal floor. He lay there a few seconds before sitting up. Swiping his hand across his eyes, Diego slowly climbed to his knees. Phris was gesturing to the demon. The scaled creature slapped Phris across the room, too. The lavender man hit the wall and lay motionless. Diego rose to his feet, his eyes never leaving the demon. The creature turned to him, growled ferociously, and then left, his fellow demons following. They all barked and slapped their thighs. Diego could have sworn they were laughing. 

			Anger replaced his fear, and the boy dashed over to his companion. Phris was slowly coming around, making little hooting noises and holding his head. Diego gestured, trying to find out if Phris was injured. The lavender creature pointed to his head, and the boy touched the place, feeling a lump above one ear. The lavender man wrapped a hand around Diego’s wrist and motioned a desire for the boy’s help. Diego grasped Phris’s hand and pulled. The down-covered man was heavier than he looked, and Diego doubled his efforts. 

			When he was on his feet, Phris leaned against the wall for a moment, rubbing his head. Then he gestured to Diego, something that told him Phris was pleased. It was frustrating not being able to communicate with his new friend. All he could do was smile or frown. He smiled, happy that his strange friend wasn’t hurt. 

			Phris motioned for Diego to follow him. Looking around, the boy saw no other demons or any other large creatures that might hurt them. With a shrug, he followed Phris to the opposite wall where two different creatures leaned against a huge opening, something akin to a window. They were scaled like the big demon, but their scales were smaller and a bright orange. Each man-shaped demon had a bony red crest on its head. Phris hooted, and one of the creatures turned away, walking among racks of what appeared to be clothes.

			Diego gazed at its companion, who waited at the window. Both of them were thin, almost skeletal, their limbs stick-like. The eyes were small, dark-green, and beady above a nose that was a vertical slit. The mouth was a horizontal slash, lipless and wide. 

			It stared back at him and then shoved him away from the window. Angered, Diego slapped at the stick hand and, with a growl, stalked back to the window. He was tired of being pushed around. They may be demons, but if he was in Hell, at least he was going to act like a hacendado’s son who still had his honor.

			Diego remembered that one did not gain respect with the vaqueros by backing away from a contest or worrying about the danger. The face drew close to his, and the mouth, filled with sharp pointed teeth, opened in a grimace. A sudden spear of panic shot through his body, but Diego stood his ground, staring into the beady eyes. 

			Again the hand shot out, but this time Diego grabbed it. The fingers even felt like twigs, and the boy expected them to break in his grasp. With his other hand, Diego shoved the creature away from him while letting go of the stick man’s hand. Surprised, the scaled stick-demon fell backward to the ground, clattering in a heap. The thin mouth opened wide in surprise, and the dark eyes scrutinized him closely. Finally, he rose from the floor, and with a lingering look, followed the other stick man to the back of the room. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Phris touched him on the arm, and Diego turned to see the lavender man staring at him, his blue eyes sparkling with humor. His mouth was a round oh, and the creature’s soft hooting was like laughter, celebrating this little triumph. Phris then made a motion that Diego thought might be a warning to be careful when the stick-men returned. He nodded and turned when he heard the twig creatures. The first one threw two garments onto the counter and pointed to him. Phris motioned for Diego to pick them up. The little man tugged at his torn and dirty clothes and gestured for him to change into the new suit. Looking around, the boy wondered if he was supposed to change in front of these creatures. 

			Phris cocked his head and pointed toward a nearby door. Again Diego nodded and followed the little man into the other room. It was small and bare, except for a bench. The boy peeled off the torn shirt, the frayed pants, and then held up the new suit. The shirt and pants were connected, making it all one piece. Diego wondered how to open it up to put it on. Phris saw his dilemma and took it from him. He made a motion with his hands on part of the fabric, and the top of the suit opened down the front, almost to the legs. 

			Phris handed him another piece of clothing. Diego recognized what it was immediately—underwear. Blushing slightly, he turned away from Phris and pulled off his grimy undergarments. The new one was one piece, much like the one he had taken off. Again there were no buttons or hooks. He tried to imitate the motion Phris had made, but the clothing didn’t open for him. He tried again, his hand brushing the material. This time the opening appeared. It seemed magical. 

			Diego slipped on the garment and marveled at its softness. This was much better than the wool he was used to. Diego wondered how to close the opening. Again Phris came to the rescue, this time running his hand in the opposite direction. The material fastened together, barely showing a seam. Diego put on the suit and followed the same motion the little man had done with the underwear. It worked! Amazed, Diego tugged at the material, which held together unless he touched the top. Touching the top again, it slid open with ease. Satisfied, Diego closed the opening and then ran his hand down the sides of his suit. It was every bit as comfortable as the undergarment. 

			Phris tugged at his sleeve and pointed toward the door. Diego started to gather his old clothes. As dirty as they were, they were still the only thing he had left of home. The lavender-downed man motioned for him to leave them. The boy assumed the servants would take care of them, but would he get them back? Figuring he wouldn’t, Diego picked up his once-fancy trousers that his mother had decorated with beadwork, unable to leave that remnant of home. He glanced at the door where Phris was waiting and saw the little man’s eyes examining him. The creature hooted and made a motion that Diego assumed was one of approval. 

			Phris led him down several other corridors and into another small moving room. It traveled for a short while and then opened into a corridor identical to the others Diego had been in so far. They went down this hallway and through a doorway to a room with strange furnishings. There were many tables, bare of ornamentation, but each one held things that whirred and clicked. Some of these things had pictures that moved and sang. 

			Diego stood in the doorway, transfixed. Phris patted his arm and motioned him to one of the tables. Slowly, the boy followed him. The little man sat down on a bench in front of a table and pointed for Diego to sit next to him. Shoving away his anxiety over the strange devices, he did as asked and faced the moving pictures with Phris. 

			Objects floated and whisked across the front of the rectangular box like fireflies being chased on humid summer nights near the lake. Diego peered behind the box but could see no place where the tiny objects could have gotten in. Phris made his hooting/laughing sound and handed him something that slightly resembled a hat with no brim. There were flaps that covered his ears. 

			Diego studied it, frowning, and then looked at Phris, wondering what he was supposed to do with it. Gently, Phris took it from him, stood up, and placed it on his head. Then his companion pointed toward the box. Staring at it, Diego was shocked to see the picture changing, and was even more shocked to hear sounds coming from the hat that covered his ears. He reached up to tear it off his head, but Phris firmly held his hand and motioned that the hat was safe. Diego wasn’t as sure, but he lowered his hand, listened to the voice, and watched the pictures. 

			The voice was low but somewhat raspy. He was unable to understand the words, but as he watched the pictures on the box, he began to understand that the voice was telling him what the picture on the box was. It kept saying the same thing over and over again as it showed the same picture, one of the large lizard-men. Listening to the same word over and over again, Diego finally repeated it. “Seressin.” The box showed bright, flashing colors, and the hat made soothing, pleasant sounds. Diego assumed the hat and box were pleased with him. Could the hat and the box be like some kind of teacher? Like the priest who had taught him to read and write? Surely this was impossible. No teacher other than Father Guiseppe had made pleasant sounds when they were teaching him. How could a box do the same things a human teacher did? This was of the devil. Diego snatched the hat off. 

			Phris shook his head and took the hat from Diego’s hand. He put it on his own head, hooting something in a soothing tone. 

			Diego knew Phris was trying to reassure him. He took the hat and put it back on. The picture came on the box again without the hat saying anything. After a while, the word sounded in his ears, and Diego repeated it. “Seressin.” More pleasant sounds, more soothing colors. The hat did this several more times before going on to another picture and sound. Diego relaxed and tried to enjoy this strange teaching experience. 

			After a great deal of time, Diego took off the teaching hat and looked at Phris. “You are Hoorinoo?” he asked, pointing at the lavender-colored figure on the screen. 

			Phris gave the new language word for yes, hooting with pleasure at Diego’s progress. “You (garbled word) fast.” 

			Diego assumed the unknown word was learn. “I do not like…um…no talking,” he answered. It was true. He remembered Father saying once that his eager mouth sometimes passed his brain. He remembered all the long talks with Miguel, talks he would never have again. Diego felt a tightening in his chest as he thought about his home on the hacienda. Sister, brother, mother, father. He squeezed his eyes shut so tears wouldn’t form. 

			“We will do...learning tomorrow
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