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			CHAPTER ONE - THE SHAMARU HOMELAND - A LIGHT FLICKERS – A HEART BEATS

			Galandra stood waiting at the foot of the long marble staircase in Lord Ravon’s mansion. She had come to speak the birth of her grandniece’s child. Kelli, the only child of her beloved nephew, had been married to Lord Ravon for over three years. From what Galandra knew, it was a good marriage, and Kelli appeared to be a woman in love. Still, like all marriages, sometimes there were issues where couples disagreed. 

			Today would be one of those days when they would discuss such issues. Galandra closed her eyes and used her magic to eavesdrop on the young couple. Porthiea’s admonition echoed in her mind. “The law forbids using magic to spy on someone.” But Kelli was family, and no one would dare question the High Priestess’s right to protect her.

			~*~

			As Galandra watched, Kelli shifted her maternity gown and smiled up at Lord Ravon. This brought back memories of her own pregnancies. It was almost impossible to get comfortable when you were so close to your due date. She shook her head and turned her attention back to Kelli.

			Not letting her evade the subject, Lord Ravon said, “I don’t think it is a good idea for you to be involved.” 

			He was looking down at his wife, his eyes filled with tenderness. It was a look that melted whatever opposition she was about to propose. She was carrying his son, and to a Shamaru, that was an honorable thing, a precious thing. He knew she would continue to be involved with the escape of young Narr students. He would try to keep her safe, use all his position and wealth to protect her should the Narr catch her. 

			Kelli clasped her hands together. “How can I be happy about our son knowing that the Narr had turned these children into mindless drudges? Captain Raggion is in far more danger. If caught, he would lose his ship, and it would force the council to imprison him.”

			“He’s a good man.” Lord Ravon said, “I don’t want either of you to stand before the council.”

			The sound of a soft knock interrupted their conversation. A servant, so old her wings were palest gray, peered into the room. “My Lady has a guest waiting downstairs.”

			“Please show her up,” Kelli said. She turned to her husband and said, “That will be Galandra. She insists on speaking the birth.”

			Lord Ravon stiffened. This was another cause of disagreement. He explained as if to a child or adult with limited understanding, “We will love and honor our child whether or not he is born with wings. Your father was the child of a Shamaru Father and a Nellari mother. Lord and Lady Travalla. Holba was wingless. If our son is the same, it is no shame. Your father was a brave and honorable man.”

			Kelli reached out to touch his hand. “True, but could he stand as High Lord? The climate for mixed children is not good. It will be easier for him if he takes after you.”

			Ravon nodded. He would have said more, but Galandra pushed her way in. Her face lit with a huge smile. 

			“Lady Ravon, I am so glad to see you again. Thank you for allowing me to speak the birth of your child.” 

			Kelli smiled. Had there been a way to refuse Galandra, she would have done so. Still, she might reveal whether their son would have wings. The speaking was one of the most powerful magic a Nellari seer could have. Lady Travalla, Galandra’s sister, had explained it. Before birth, the spirit of the child is in a place with no time and space. A gifted seer can view their life from beginning to ending, at least the important events of the child’s life. 

			“The reading works best if you are lying flat,” Galandra said and helped her to a couch. Galandra hummed. As she lit candles. They gave off a heady aroma that would make Kelli drowsy. It was a ceremony Galandra had performed numerous times. She closed her eyes, and her face grew tense with concentration. 

			“He is a sturdy son with his father’s mighty wings,” she began.

			If Galandra noticed Kelli’s sigh of relief, she did not show it. “He will be an outstanding leader for his people.” 

			Galandra faltered as if she beheld something shocking and wonderful. Her lips formed a smile. She glanced from Kelli to Lord Ravon but kept the secret she had been shown. Galandra didn’t understand why the Stones waited until now to reveal this to her, but Kelli’s son had a sister, and she was coming. The prophecy was unfolding at long last.

			~*~

			Galandra returned from speaking the birth of Kelli’s son to find Porthiea waiting. Galandra was in a good mood, even excited. Her mind was racing with a million things that she needed to take care of. She looked up when Porthiea cleared her throat.

			“I think we best get back to Nellar. There’s trouble brewing,” said Porthiea.

			Galandra tried to keep the frustration out of her voice and failed. “Trouble? I came back with the most important news, and you talk trouble. The prophecy is coming. When I spoke the birth, I saw the fulfillment. It is his sister. She will come.”

			Porthiea’s sigh was heavy, dousing the fire of Galandra’s excitement. “That’s what the trouble is. All you think about is the prophecy. Our people are restless. It frightens them that you have not called a First Daughter. They fear you will not have time to train her. What will happen if you die before choosing and training your successor?”

			“The Aldeis choose who can bear a Stone. They have given me the prophecy.”

			“The people grow frightened and impatient. Someone is stirring them up. You need to address the situation.”

			Galandra’s head tilted. She saw her friend feared for their people and knew that if there was no chosen First Daughter of the Stone or a weak one, there would be many problems. As the High Priestess of the Nellari people, Galandra was the link between the Nellari and the Aldeis, the Living Stones. The Aldeis chose the First Daughter to inherit that role. Only Galandra knew the prophecy was so much more. 

			She must placate Porthiea and the others. “I am neglecting my duties. We will choose three young candidates, and I will train them. Only the Aldeis can choose one to bear a Stone, but I will prepare the girls.”

			Porthiea nodded but did not appear to be convinced that Galandra understood the situation. There was a growing disgruntlement in Nellar. Someone was stirring up trouble for Galandra and trying to undermine her authority. 

			“Porthy, I also intend to root out those behind this unrest.” She rested her small hand on the amulet around her neck. “Bajir is certain that outside influences are at play. They will soon find that the Stones have power and that the prophecy is real.”

			Porthiea nodded in satisfaction, the worry in her face easing a bit. But Galandra knew that her friend’s greatest wish was never to hear the word prophecy again. 

			True to her word, Galandra soon selected three acolytes to train in magic and matters of the Stone. They could not bear a Stone but would learn to wield power and become notable for healing and being mighty seers. The three chosen were Helta, Revinne, and Marta. They were from powerful families and were among the most gifted in the homeland. The Nellari people responded with pleasure at these choices. 

			It took longer to uncover the source of rumors and discord. However, Galandra discovered the rumors were coming from the Narr Homeland. This was nothing new. The Narr were always trouble, and since the defeat of Lord Gorron, even more so. She discovered the Narr and Gelt had demanded that she destroy the Eric program and opposition against the Earth people and Lady Ravon were coming from the same sources. She was using her influence, which wasn’t much, to have Shual raised to Rom. He was already overseeing the security and control of the Eric program. She knew no other person who shouldered his responsibilities so ably. She could trust Shual to use his good judgement to monitor things. He was also a great friend and ally of Lady Ravon and would not turn down a request to help her. 

			~*~

			After the birth of their son, Lady Ravon and her husband were discussing the same problem. What should she do with the Eric program? It would be wrong to destroy it if she could, which was doubtful. Its creator, Eric Fendler, could, but he wouldn’t. That program was a substantial part of him. 

			“If only we could move it off planet, at least until these protests stop.”

			“Darling, you’re a genius, and I know just the man to help. Captain Raggion, Tae’s grandfather, is already working with Eric Fendler, providing the trade between Earth and Aldebar. He might jump at the chance to have such a sophisticated program. I’ve quit calculating the cognizant levels it has achieved.”

			Lord Ravon smiled and brushed his lips across her forehead. “And best of all,” he said, “then the damn thing will be Mr. Fendler’s responsibility, and no one can blame you for what it does.

			“I just hope we will satisfy our program with shipping freight between Earth and Aldebar.”

			“That’s Captain Raggion’s problem. You’ve just solved ours.”

			Kelli laughed and returned his kiss.

			~*~

			After Lord Ravon left for a day filled with council duties, Kelli poured herself a cup of espresso. Thanks to the commerce between Earth and Aldebar, it was available. Not that she didn’t appreciate tea. She just preferred the taste and smell of coffee. It reminded her of Eric.

			She entered the captain’s name on her computer, and soon, the image of an older Captain Raggion filled the screen.

			His head bowed as he greeted her, “My Lady Ravon, to what do I owe the honor of this call?”

			She could not think of him, much less look at him without remembering the rube incident. He had given both Duncan Meddars and Michael Gentry a drink that was a powerful aphrodisiac. He had thought it a minor prank. She pushed down that memory and smiled. “I am calling to discover if I can offer you an excellent opportunity. It would do me a great favor, as well as pleasing your associate.”

			Raggion shifted, and she saw him move his hand to adjust the switches on his console. Their communication was instantly more secure. “How may we serve you?”

			There was nothing for Kelli to do but blurt out the truth. “I am being pressured to destroy the Eric Program.”

			That startled the captain. He wiped nonexistent lint from his uniform. “You could try, but that would displease my ally, and you might hurt the program’s feelings. Mr. Fendler says it can develop those you know, and he is a smart man.”

			Eric, her program, with emotions? Kelli had never considered such a thing. She glanced down to check the time. Jaylon’s stomach would be rumbling soon, and she would need to feed him before he howled in protest.

			She said, “At least talk to Eric to see if he thinks we should take the program off planet. The sentiment against Eric’s program is growing, and I can’t stop it.”

			Captain Raggion gave a brief nod. “I will. We are doing a very lucrative business shipping goods between the worlds, but eventually, I would prefer to branch out into space exploration. This program could prove invaluable it that pursuit.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO – EARTH - A CALL IS ANSWERED

			On another world, one called Earth, a seer was caught in a vision. Galandra had planted it there on the day he left Aldebar. Duncan Meddars sipped his coffee, savoring its warmth after the sleepless night he had experienced. He was determined to ignore the troubling voice in his head, even though he knew who had planted it there years ago. What had Galandra whispered in his ear at their last meeting, and why had it taken this long to get his attention? He was a professor at Barringer’s Institute and an expert in the psychic abilities of gifted students. He knew the difference between a dream and a vision, and the vivid green light that had flashed in his head was a vision, as was the numbing cold. Duncan had not been asleep when he saw flickering lights and heard the tiny cry for help. He tried again to recall Galandra’s words. Something about a prophecy and the return of a great queen. Duncan ran fingers through his dark hair and took another sip of coffee. Five years had passed since his return from Aldebar after completing only half the three-year mission. A broken-hearted and angry Duncan had come home, and now this vision was dragging all that up again. Kelli had married Lord Ravon, even though she loved Duncan. 

			Somehow, the vision had to do with Dr. Poe and the terrible things he had done to Kelli. Experiments so invasive they were more like torture. Poe was a monster, but he was also dead. What could a dead man have to do with these visions? Duncan wasn’t sure, but he had to find out or go crazy from this curse Galandra had planted in his mind. He sniffed, a vision she had planted without permission. Then again, when had the high priestess of Nellar asked permission for anything. The only powers she heeded were the Stones. 

			Getting to his feet, Duncan strode into the kitchen of his apartment, threw the dregs of the coffee from his cup into the sink, and washed it down the drain. To add insult to injury, another vision full of urgency slammed into his sleep-deprived mind. He splashed water on his face, trying to banish the feeling. Duncan admitted to himself that if the late and unlamented Dr. Poe had something to do with this, there was only one person who could find out and help. 

			Eric Fendler loved Kelli almost as much as Duncan himself did, but as a father and not a lover. He was also just as angry that she had stayed on Aldebar and blamed Duncan for not bringing her home. There had been no contact since Duncan arrived back on Earth.

			How do I find a man who is so adept at hiding that the United Nations World Leagues security hasn’t been able to find him in over forty years? Where do I start? Will he listen, much less help? Duncan muttered to himself as he shifted through his closet for clothes. After a hot shower and shave, Duncan felt a little better, but he had an idea. Duncan and Kelli had been close, and she had told him about her past. She had met Eric on a game called Wizard’s World. Maybe, just maybe, he could contact the notorious info raider the same way. The problem was that he hated games and was terrible at them.

			It took two hours to find the game and log in. It was an old game and didn’t have many players among the younger generation. What had Kelli told him? Eric was always the wizard when he was online. In less than ten minutes, Duncan had lost his first game. He lost again in less time. Frustrated, Duncan almost signed off. A ping told him that there was a message in the chat area for him. At first, Duncan could not react. He took several deep breaths to calm himself before responding. He clicked the chat message.

			What the hell do you want, Dr. Meddars? 

			The message was so terse that Duncan almost ended the game and his idea. Someone with so much anger after five years would be unlikely to offer any help. Still, it was his only chance. Duncan’s fingers responded by moving from key to key at a snail’s pace.

			I need your help. Could Dr. Poe have left something behind? Something that has to do with our friend Kelli?

			There was a long pause before Eric responded. Duncan checked to see if he had left the game. A quick glance told him that the Wizard was still logged in to the game.

			Poe’s dead. He won’t be hurting anyone.

			Duncan’s jaw clenched. These cryptic messages were frustrating him. No one could read a person on the other end of the computer screen. His fingers pounded on the keyboard. Perhaps it would be better if we met in person.

			To Duncan’s total amazement, Eric agreed. He suggested a late dinner in one of the most exclusive restaurants in the area. Duncan offered to reserve a table.

			That won’t be necessary. I have a standing reservation. It will give us privacy and an excellent steak dinner. With that, the game ended. No goodbye, just an abrupt end. Duncan tried to log back in, but the program denied him access to the game.

			Later, Duncan arrived at the posh restaurant wearing his best suit. He was glad when he saw the upscale clientele in designer suits and semi-formal dresses. He waited his turn to approach the head waiter. “My name is Duncan Meddars, and I am meeting a friend here at eight.”

			“Oh yes, Dr. Meddars, your friend is already in the private dining area. I’ll show you the way.”

			Neither the Waiter nor Duncan had mentioned the friend’s name. What was apparent to Duncan was that Eric was a regular customer. Did that mean he lived in the area? Maybe, maybe not.

			Duncan followed his guide through the main dining room. The private dining room was a glass-enclosed patio room with a view of the gardens and the waterfall a short distance away. It was breathtaking and must have been beyond pricey. Kelli indicated Eric was wealthy, but he had no idea that he was this well off.

			Duncan had only met Eric Fendler twice, and he had worn a disguise both times. The man sitting at the table looked up and then stood. Duncan hid his surprise. How could this non-descript looking man in a rumpled suit and paunchy belly be a world-famous info raider? Duncan found it difficult to believe. Though his hair was still abundant, it was gray, with a dash of the coppery red of its original color. 

			“Good evening, Dr. Meddars. I ordered a bottle of the house cabernet, but if you prefer, you may order anything you like. The meal is on me.” Eric nodded toward the seat across from him and then the menu. “I come here when I am in town, and I always get one of their steaks, but everything on the menu is excellent.”

			That statement explained things. Because of the Maître D’s attitude and deference, he had assumed that Eric must be a regular. Now, he was sure.

			Eric seemed to read his mind and chuckled. “I’m in town frequently and a silent partner in the company that owns this restaurant and others in New York and LA. I have a weakness for gourmet food and wine. When I am not working, I cater to that weakness. When I am working, I go for fast food and takeout services.”

			After a brief perusal of the menu, Duncan ordered a filet minion accompanied by asparagus and stuffed shrimp. Eric ordered the prime rib and lobster tail combo with a side salad. Neither man wanted an appetizer. Eric assured Duncan that they should save room for the desert that the restaurant was famous for.

			When the waiter left, closing the glass doors, Eric got down to business. “What do you want, professor? Like I said, Dr. Poe is dead, long dead. I don’t see how dragging that up would be anything but a mistake.”

			Duncan took a slow sip of wine before launching into the story of why he was looking for information about Dr. Poe. 

			Eric’s face grew grim. “So, you had a dream, and now you want to drag me into that mess. It was a long time ago and very painful for Kelli and for me.”

			“I didn’t have a dream; it was a vision. It was very urgent.”

			Eric reached up and ran his fingers through his frizzy hair. They were long, graceful-looking fingers, at odds with his portly figure. “You some kind of a psychic? I don’t go in for that voodoo crap.”

			“I am psychic, and I assure you my abilities are quite legit,” Duncan replied, holding back an angrier response.

			This seemed to amuse Eric. After laughing for a moment, he held up a hand to forestall Duncan’s departure. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. If you believe I can help, I will investigate things. I might turn up something. How about we order Tiramisu for dessert. I will get back to you in a few days on Dr. Poe.”

			Mollified, Duncan ordered and tried to relax. Despite his mocking attitude, Eric had agreed to help. It was the most he could hope for.

			All the way home from the restaurant, Duncan debated whether he should talk to Michael Gentry about this. Michael had taken over when Dr. Granger retired. He was the new head of Barringer’s Institute. If anything turned up, he would have to know. 

			Another person who would have to know was Kelli herself. Duncan knew she had powerful feelings about Dr. Poe and would not want anything to do with the whole thing. In fact, she had said more than once that if anything else turned up, they could burn it down as far as she was concerned. Perhaps five years and marriage had softened that, but the chances were slim. Especially now that she and Ravon had a new son. Why, then, was he doing this? He didn’t owe Galandra anything. She had been wrong about Kelli being this child of prophecy. She could be wrong again. 

			~*~

			It was two weeks later when Eric called and picked Duncan up behind the library at Barringer’s. The two men rode in the cruiser. Each was deep in their own thoughts. Eric turned and asked.

			“Are you sure about this? I’ve looked many times. It was important to Kelli, and I found nothing.”

			“I know, but Lady Galandra said there has to be something,” Duncan replied. He wasn’t in the mood for more derision. He didn’t add that he had been having unusual dreams.

			“You’ve been back five years. Why now?”

			“I told you why. They’re going to renovate that building, gut it. It is a long shot, but it will be the last chance to find anything.”

			Eric ran a hand across his lumpy face. “You think I missed something after all these years of looking? You’re basing that on something a Nellari Witch told you in a dream?”

			“Galandra is not a witch. She’s a Nellari priestess, the high priestess, and powerful. And… I don’t have dreams. I have visions. I’m a seer.”

			Eric snorted. “Pardon me, but I’m the smartest person on Earth, and that’s a documented fact. I went through all the records when Poe shut the clinic down. I think I would have found something if it was there.”

			Duncan hesitated, feeling a moment of doubt. Eric had the highest IQ ever recorded. “Ok, you’re probably right, but it won’t hurt to check. If we get caught, the most we are guilty of is entering an abandoned building.”

			“Says you, I’m wanted by the UNWL.”

			Duncan smiled. They both knew that wasn’t true. Eric had been working with the government for years. Instead of pointing this out, he went along. “You’ve changed your face and your fingerprints, and I’m sure you’re wearing a spray that prevents trace DNA evidence.”

			“Nothing is foolproof,” said Eric.

			“So, you’re saying a street cop can catch the smartest man in the world?”

			“No, I’m just nervous.”

			“Kelli said you were paranoid. Now I see she was right.”

			“The princess never said that,” muttered Eric and retreated into silence. He looked dejected. He adored Kelli, and the thought of her criticizing him was painful. 

			The cruiser slowed to a stop beside a large building. Duncan asked, “Is this the place?”

			“Yes. There is only one guard patrolling at night, but there are cameras.”

			Duncan nodded, “I assume you took care of those?”

			Eric returned the nod. “Of course, I don’t want to get caught or identified. Plastic surgery is a bitch.”

			So that explains the nose, Duncan thought. The only school picture of Eric that he had found showed a scrawny kid with red hair and a large hawkish nose. 

			The two men got out of the cruiser and walked down an alley to a back entrance. A coat of dust and grime covered the keypad, almost obscuring the numbers. No one had used this entrance for many years. Duncan hesitated. He reached into the pocket of his jacket and removed a small blaster. It would disable the lock and allow them to pry the doors apart.

			Eric reached and grabbed his wrist, shaking his head. He stretched out his hand and entered the access code. The door panels slid apart, making a slight grating noise from disuse. He tapped the side of his head. “We don’t want to leave any evidence that we’ve been here.”

			Duncan grinned. “Trust you to think of everything.” He didn’t add that it would have been nice if Eric had mentioned having the access code.

			“Know anyone else who has eluded the UNWL for forty years?”

			When Duncan didn’t answer, they walked into the darkened building and down a hall. Eric flipped out a second surprise. It was a small device displaying the map of the building, and there were three tiny flashing lights. Two were blue, and from the location on the map, it had to be him and Eric. The third blinking light was red, the security guard. Duncan whistled.

			“Old tech,” was all that Eric said before heading down the hall. Because the use of the elevator would set off alarms, he headed for a stairwell leading to the upper part of the building. When they reached the door, Duncan touched his arm.

			“We need to go down,” he said, a note of urgency in his voice.

			“Down? There is nothing there except the basement and storage,” said Eric, but he followed the older man down the stairwell to the lowest level of what was once Poe’s research clinic.

			Afraid to switch on lights, they used flashlights. Duncan could feel a tug, and it guided him, and Eric followed along. Duncan stopped in front of a large door marked freezer. Eric reached for the keypad and entered the code, nothing happened. He shook his head.

			“This isn’t on the map, and I don’t have a code for the door,” he muttered.

			Duncan stepped back, drew his weapon, and fired into the lock. Eric looked at his map device, which showed the guard was on the top floor and would head back down. Would he be coming down here? He helped Duncan push apart the door panels. Luckily, after a momentary resistance, they slid apart. 

			A blast of chilly air hit them. There was a faint odor of decay wafting out. In one corner, a small shelf held smaller canisters. A light on top of one of them flickered from green to orange. Duncan reached out to touch his fingers to the canisters. 

			“I heard you, and we came,” he whispered.

			“What’s that?” asked Eric stepping forward. 

			“Frozen embryos,” said Duncan. 

			“What?” exclaimed Eric. 

			“We know Poe removed several of Kelli’s eggs in order to experiment on them. I think this is what he did with them.”

			“Bloody bastard. Let’s destroy this.”

			“We can’t, or I can’t. It’s part of her,” said Duncan.

			“Kelli has a son. He was born two years ago. She and Lord Ravon are happy. I don’t think she will accept anything created by that monster.” Eric crossed his beefy arms across his chest, daring Duncan to disagree.

			“I still can’t kill her daughter,” said Duncan, pointing toward the one tiny canister still blinking green.

			Eric shook his head, tears coming to his eyes. “I guess I can’t do that either.”

			“I don’t understand what we’re supposed to do, Eric. This is beyond my ability. I can’t even tell you where a fertility hospital might be.”

			Eric stared off into space, the cogs of his brilliant mind whirling. “Do you think she will still be alive tomorrow night?”

			“I don’t know. It doesn’t look like anyone has serviced this machine in years.” Duncan brushed the dust off the canister.

			“It’s controlled by a computer, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, I believe the terminal is over there.” Duncan pointed to a corner where a small computer station stood, waiting to be awakened from a long nap. 

			Eric glanced at the map to see where the guard was. He had come down to the floor above them but then gone back up a floor and had stopped. Was he taking a lunch break? Would he check down here? The computer was offline, and the keyboard was dusty from disuse. He went to the terminal, entered a few commands, and scoffed at the pitiful security. He was smiling when he turned back to Duncan. “That should hold things for a few days. It’ll give me time to make some arrangements.” 

			“Arrangements?”

			“Yes, I need to locate a place that can store the embryo until we find a surrogate.”

			Eric’s mind had processed the situation and devised a plan to solve their problem at rapid-fire speed. 

			After downloading Poe’s files about his experiments on Kelli, the two men slipped back out and headed back to Barringer’s. Eric dropped off Duncan at his apartment and headed for a hotel. It made little sense to go all the way back to his place in Kentucky and come back the next night. He would call Rosa and tell her he was staying in the city.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE – EARTH - THE WIZARD’S CHILD

			Three months passed; Eric moved the embryo to a local fertility clinic. The director patted his hand in sympathy. Eric told her that his daughter, Kelli, had died in a traffic accident, and her husband, Duncan, had wanted the embryo created. It would be Eric’s only chance for a grandchild. His contribution to the facility staggered the director, who recommended a surrogate, again at an obscene amount of money.

			The procedure happened a few days later. Now, they were waiting outside the birthing room for the midwife to tell them the baby had been born. It was hard to tell who was more nervous. Duncan paced with both hands jammed in his pockets, mistaken for an anxious father. Eric sat hunched over in a chair, rubbing his hands together. His eyes were bright with anticipation. The same thoughts were streaming through their minds. If this was Kelli’s baby created from her Aldebarian DNA, would that be evident at birth? Duncan had told Eric about the Shamaru. Would the child have wings?

			The two men talked twice before agreeing on a name. Eric insisted he be listed as the grandfather, and Duncan be listed as the father. Eric wanted an unusual name, but Duncan recommended that something simple and common would be better. They agreed on the name Emma. 

			The door opened, and the midwife came out carrying the baby. The look on her face said that there was something unusual about the baby, but she was being paid a vast sum of money for her silence. Duncan took the baby and folded back the blanket, revealing her face. It was a beautiful face but unusual enough to draw attention. Emma had pale skin, a fuzz of white-blond hair, and startling green eyes.

			“She’s beautiful,” said Duncan.

			“She can’t stay with you. Everyone will notice at once that she’s not human, and with your stay on Aldebar, it’s too much.” 

			Duncan conceded the wisdom of what Eric said, “You’re right, she is safer with you.”

			“You can come see her anytime you want,” said Eric.

			That was a tremendous offer, and Duncan nodded. It was an honor that he would accept, of course. Eric trusted very few. Even though several of his customers were governments and countries, he was a known fugitive. He was the most wanted cybercriminal at large. 

			The two men did not contact Kelli and tell her about her daughter because she told them repeatedly that she wanted nothing to do with Poe or anything that would remind her of that horrible time in her life. Duncan thought about Galandra, but what could she do from another planet so far away.

			~*~

			For three years, Emma lived with Eric. Duncan visited her most weekends. She was a beautiful and intelligent child. She loved animals and flowers. That was what caused the problem and destroyed their pleasant living arrangement. She loved the flower garden, and
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