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BEING THE LIST OF PLAYERS

Vertu Dysan, a taxi driver

Cheever McFarland, Boss Conrad's right hand man

The Tree, a multiple exile

Tommy, a taxi driver

Jemmie, a co-owner

Vertu dea'San, former Delm of Wylan

Yulie Shaper, a farmer

Mary, his spouse

Anna, a kid

Rascal, her dog

Toragin del'Pemridj, a woman who believes in promises

blue-and-red driver, a cabbie who has run through his luck

Chelada, a mother

Talizea, a friend of cats

Miri, her mother

Val Con, her father

Jeeves, a butler

Boss Gotta, a metaphor

Nelirikk, a soldier

Jarome, a cabbie revealed

THE GATE THAT LOCKS THE TREE

A Minor Melant’i Play for Snow Season
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ACT ONE

[image: image]


Scene One

In the house of the taxi driver

Enter Vertu and Cheever

––––––––
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VERTU DYSAN ROSE WITH her lover, both too aware of the coming day’s necessities. 

Schedules for the week upcoming did not favor long morning comfort, and the wan blueish light of the port was still brighter than the meek dawning of the day-star. An extra hug at the door then, through his bulky coat.

"I'll bring dinner," Cheever said.  "No sense going out in the snow."

"More snow?"  Vertu said, stepping back and looking up at him.

He grinned.

"Weatherman says there's a squall-line moving in."  He shrugged his big shoulders.  "Hey, it's Surebleak and it's winter.  Snow's on the menu."

"I will have something warmer than snow for my late meal, please."

"I'll see what I can do.  You drive careful, 'k?"

It was what he said at every parting – drive careful – as if she, the taxi driver, was the one who walked in peril.

Still, it warmed her, her Terran lover's tenderness for her, and she smiled, reaching high on her toes to touch his cheek.

"I will be careful.  You be careful, also."

"Where's the fun in that?" – again, the usual answer, the half-grin, the serious eyes.

And then he was gone, the door opening and closing so quickly barely a wisp of cold air snuck into the little hallway.

Vertu glanced out the side window, to see him, striding away toward the port.  Cheever McFarland, Boss Conrad’s Right Hand, had a breakfast meeting waiting on him at the Emerald Casino.

She turned away from the window.  Her ride was due in half-an-hour.  Time enough to drink her coffee – a taste acquired from Cheever, like she had acquired Surebleak's particular vernacular from Jemmie, and the daily round of her fares.

Cup in hand, she crossed the planned front room library, a challenge still unfilled. The house would grow in time, that she knew, and soon she would unshutter the windows, let light in, and add bookcases and storage – if this was to be her home, she would make it so.

Up the stairs she went, to the bedroom, and  pulled on her warmest sweater, with its snow-shedding properties, and walked to the window, sipping from her cup.

She would eat breakfast at Flourpower slightly later, and as the day brightened she saw that Korval’s Tree stood a little short against the still perceptible stars ... perhaps they would catch that predicted-but-not-yet-arrived squall line, after all. 

The bedroom was on the third level of a skinny building in the Hearstrings turf – her house, where she had rented a room during her first days of exile, and which she had only recently purchased.  The window gave a clear view of the Port Road, and the hill it climbed out of the city.  Vertu sipped her coffee and wondered if she was the only one in the city who told the mood of the world by the color the giant at the crest of that long hill showed to first light, and the height.  It was more than just height, though – some days the Tree looked fuller, bushier, more open.

Maybe bad weather weighed on the branches. Maybe the Tree purposefully shielded those under it, showing more leaf or less, leaf-top or leaf-bottom as required. Perhaps she should ask Cheever some mythical morning when neither of them was pressed for time.

The upstairs echoed a little now as she hurried toward and down the stairs, for the view of the Tree had nearly hypnotized her, as it sometimes did, as if the Tree felt her gaze and returned it.  And why should the Tree not recognize her, as she it?  In her fancy, it did, two exiles, making their ways on a strange new world.  Why should they not acknowledge each other?  For her side, she’d known it the whole of her life, first on Liad where she’d grown up and become Vertu dea'San, Delm of Clan Wylan, or Wylan Herself. 

The name on the contract for the purchase of the house, that was Vertu Dysan. 

She did not bow to Liad anymore; the Tree and its people were here, and she had long  since decided that if any one of Clan Wylan wished to speak to her, they could come here, to Surebleak, and meet with Surebleak Port’s new Business of the Year co-owner. 

It was a quiet house she had, certainly not a rival to Clan Wylan – she’d considered and rejected the local advertise for a roommate habit as not being her choice. The house could use more company at times – again, there was an echo when she hit the bottom of the stairs in her traction boots – but even with Cheever’s potential agreement she doubted she was ready yet to add a child to this place, hollow as it could sometimes be.

Sealing the coat as she hit the entry hall, she glanced to the vidscreen, unsurprised to find the local walks devoid of pedestrians; only a glimmer of vehicle lights, and a blue glow coming down a side street.

Vertu paused, checking her coat seals, glaring into the sky, and its promise of messy driving. There was noise behind the clouds – a rumble she thought wasn’t thunder but the latest passenger arrival that meant her afternoon was likely to be busy, snow or rain. 

She closed the door behind her as Tommy turned the corner, prompt as always on the one wake-the-day shift he covered every ten days. It was good to have commonplace comforts, and she smiled as he vacated the driver’s seat, bowing her in. 
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Scene Two
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In Vertu's taxicab

Enter Yulie, Mary, Anna, Rascal

––––––––
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VERTU’S MORNING SHIFT had been busy, what with the increased mercenary traffic onworld, and much of it carried about town in their cabs – Jemmie's having Tommy Lee as just one of their merc connections, and Vertu herself another – they would need more cars and drivers soon if the merc presence was going to continue increasing. Jemmie had taken to leasing such spare local vehicles as there were, at day-rate, but it hadn’t taken long for a half-dozen more cab services to start up, most of them not much more than a car that sort of moved and an idea that there was money to be made. 

Twice before lunch, Vertu had seen fare jumpers at work; that, with the weather, infusing the day with more tension than necessary.  At times like these, it was good to see the Tree waving in a breeze, but not much chance of that today. She reported the fare jumps to Jemmie’s office via com-link when it worked, but the low-power system the Scouts had introduced them to was still highly variable – possibly because it was built with "borrowed" end-of-life equipment, possibly because of Surebleak’s own odd planetary make-up. 

The problem with Surebleak, she thought, was that it lacked taxi guilds, and even traffic laws.  The result was unsafe cars, and incompetent drivers, with no sense of ... Balance. Denying so Liaden a concept still left the problem of drivers like the ones who
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