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Dedication
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To peaceful, loving, faithful religious leaders who believe in non-violence and respect for all. And practice what they preach. 

Thanks for making the world a better place.
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Chapter 1
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DUST KICKING UP UNDER her feet, Saree wandered the town square, searching for something, anything, new or different. Looking around, she huffed out a small laugh. The town square wasn’t much of a square, it was more of a town oval, but that didn’t sound right. Square, oval, round or rhombus, it didn’t matter—there just wasn’t much here. A true frontier world. Each step sent gritty, sandy, tan dust poofing up under her feet, permeating her clothing and her sinuses. The constant winds, blowing without impediment across the flat, dry plain surrounding Haven, drove the coarse sand up, against and into every being and building, no matter if they were plas panel, native wood or mud brick. The hot sun beat down each day, and the nights were bone-chillingly cold.

The town, optimistically called ‘Haven,’ was a typical frontier town. The original colonists, plunked down-world without fanfare or advice, erected their few company-supplied plas panel buildings at the same place they, their belongings, hopes and dreams were dumped. Then, in the excitement of new beginnings, they’d harvested every large tree-like growth in the surrounding area, using the automated laser mill to churn out boards. They erected small shed-style buildings to shield them from the weather. Which worked until the green boards dried and split, and in some cases just crumbled, and the weather came to them inside as well as out. How would the colonists know wood had to dry? Or only some trees make decent lumber? Most of them came from overpopulated cities, scrabbling for life. Desperate for a chance at something better, they’d bought right into the recruiter’s tale, trading one scrabble for another. If it was too good to be true...

The story might have ended in tragedy, with all of them dying of exposure and starvation, but Cygnus-Gliese had something a lot of frontier worlds didn’t—the Sisters. Not that Saree had actually seen a Sister yet, but most Gliesians talked about them in almost reverent tones—except a few, who whispered in fury and fear. Probably the predators planning to appoint themselves robber barons of the world.

The townfolk told tales, in awed voices, of how the Sisters, this small group of women, studied homesteading and building from nothing while they were still on the overcrowded world they came from. Not only that, but they’d studied the world of Gliese and brought DNA-modified seed and stock with them. The colonists ran themselves into the ground, then the Sisters swept in and took charge, teaching the colonists how to survive and hopefully thrive on this new world. Most believed the Sisters were busy and hadn’t noticed the plight of the colony, but some whispered they’d waited on purpose, to swoop in as saviors and heroes.

Still, the rescue of colonists by a small group wasn’t an unusual tale. What made it different was what came next. Once the new colonists were safe and established, the Sisters sat down with the town, helped them draft a charter and run elections. Then the Sisters withdrew to their compound to practice their religion in peace and quiet, interacting with the colonists only when they had to. The Gliesians were incredibly fortunate—on many worlds, whoever prevented disaster became disastrous for the remaining colonists, using them as laborers or literally selling them into slavery off-world.

Saree avoided those worlds. The Guide™ listed them as dangerous, but she’d ended up on a few with well disguised, but still all too real slavery. It only took a couple of those planetfalls to learn the signs. If everyone on-world trudged around with their head down, the mantra heard most often was ‘none of my business,’ and, most telling for her, there was no music, she lifted quickly. With a shuttle of her own and a young body not worn out by years of hard labor, Saree was a prized commodity for the so-called leaders on those worlds. To keep their abuse under the radar, they usually didn’t move on her right away with force—no, they tried to court her with pretty words, small gifts and ‘welcome’ invitations—another sign of danger.

A child ran up to her, dust trailing behind, dressed in the typical Gliese attire—loose, dark pants with lots of pockets, a blue-shaded shirt, and a floppy brimmed hat covering short hair. No way to tell if this one was a boy or a girl, not at this age. The child stopped in front of her and asked, in a high, slightly squeaky, voice, “Scholar Sessan?”

The pronunciation was mangled, but what else was new? Saree nodded and replied, “Yes, I’m Scholar Cary Sessan. May I help you?”

“This is for you.” The child held out a folded piece of paper with her name on it in bold, but graceful, handwritten letters.

“Thank you.” Taking the letter, she laughed when the child ran off. Guess they didn’t need a reply. The paper was folded and sealed with some sort of off-white substance, a pattern pressed into it. Saree peered closer. A bird, one with a long, thin neck curving up from a big body, wings folded back, no feet visible. As she recalled, ‘Cygnus’ meant ‘swan.’ Was this a swan? A rather odd-looking bird, it looked too bulky to fly. She put a fingernail under the seal, trying to pop it off intact, but it broke in two. Unfolding the note gently—the local paper was fragile—she read. “The Sisters of Cygnus invite you to a communal meal tonight. Transportation will be at your shuttle half a standard before sunset.”

Hmm. Guess she was expected to attend; there was no provision to turn down the invitation. Not that she wanted to turn them down, but a little warning would have been nice.

Saree left the town and made her way back across the flat, dusty plain to her shuttle. Slogging along, Saree looked at the invitation in her hand. Why hadn’t the Sisters messaged her over the net? She was listed as a visitor on the world net, and the Sisters trained net techs and maintained the world net, so why the hard copy? Maybe they liked the mystery? Or embraced low-tech where they could?

Hal opened the hatch for her. Stepping in, she closed her eyes, raised her arms parallel to the floor, took a big breath and held it. A vibration rumbled through her body, followed by blasting air jets, then intense suction. Saree patiently waited, exactly sixty seconds, for the blast and the tingle in her teeth to stop. Leaning against the cerimetal struts in the airlock, the chilly surface cooling her overheated body, she pulled off her world boots.

“Thank you, Hal.”

“You’re welcome, Saree.” He opened the airlock hatch for her, the dust and detritus of Gliese sucked away.

Heading to her clothes storage unit, she pulled off her Scholar’s robe, dust poofing out around her and falling to the tiles. Saree held her breath, trying not to sneeze. Well, most of the dust was gone. More importantly, any native bugs hitching a ride were most likely gone—between the blasting air and the sonics, most small life couldn’t survive. She pitched the robe and the rest of her clothes into the cleanser, and stepped into the sonic shower to make sure of it. And to get the rest of the dust off. Saree shuddered under the blasting air, scrubbing the remaining dust off her skin. Better dust than muddy swamps. She didn’t envy Nari, bashing through the equatorial jungles behind Al-Kindi.

“Did you see anything interesting over my shoulder, Hal?” Saree asked before downing a glass of water.

“No. Gliese is not a very interesting world, Saree.”

She nodded in rueful agreement. “No, it isn’t. Pretty typical, though. What else did you do today, Hal?”

“I attempted to infiltrate the Sisters’ compound but was only moderately successful. Their net techs are good for a fringe system. I am concerned about tonight. I may not be able to stay in contact with you.” Hal’s smooth tenor sounded slightly worried, but not panicked.

“I’m sure I’ll be safe, Hal. The Sisters don’t seem to be aggressive, although everything I’ve heard says they don’t hesitate to defend themselves. Or to retaliate if someone attacks them.” She dressed again, in another set of everyday robes—she didn’t think the Sisters were big on formality, although she really didn’t know. Maybe she should comm Lightwave and ask?

“I do not fear for your personal safety, Saree. I just want to be able to experience everything. But they scan for active electronics at their gate, so I’ll have to shut down most of the upgrades I’ve made to your e-torc. I’ll try to reactivate them once I’m inside, but I may not be able to. I will launch a comm relay when dark falls. If I fly it high over their compound, I may have enough power to penetrate their defenses. The satellite relays don’t have enough power.”

“You know, Hal, some beings would consider what you are doing criminal or at least theft.”

“But I’m not taking without paying, Saree. I transfer funds to cover our use.”

She raised her brows. “But you don’t get permission first, do you?”

“Well, no,” he said, a little defensively. “But I don’t think I can safely do so without exposing you. It’s an unnecessary risk. I always leave the systems better protected and maintained than I found them.”

“It’s okay, Hal. I just wanted you to consider the question. But you obviously have, so I feel better about the situation.”

“I understand. Even though I am putting the needs of the one—you, Saree—above the needs of the many using the systems, I make sure the many users are not compromised.”

She blinked in surprise at the morphed quote. “Thank you, Hal. That’s very reassuring.”

“You are welcome, Saree. The Sisters have attempted to infiltrate my net, so my attempts on theirs could be considered defensive.”

“Ah, I see.” She was sure Hal made his attempt first—he infiltrated everything to ensure her safety—and out of sheer curiosity.

“I believe students are making the attempts; they are not particularly sophisticated.”

Saree chuckled a bit. “But a good enough excuse, huh?”

“Quite.”

She couldn’t help but smile; he sounded so prissy.

“Lightwave Alpha Shuttle is requesting voice-only communications, Saree.”

“Accept please, Hal.”

“Scholar, I understand you are joining us for dinner tonight?” Captain Ruhger’s deep, rough voice rumbled.

She smiled again. “Yes, Captain. I’ve been invited, and told transportation will be provided.”

“That would be us, Scholar. We’ll pick you up at seventeen-thirty local time.”

“I’ll be ready, Captain. Thank you.”

“Lightwave out.”

Saree kept smiling, his voice leaving echoes of warmth in her heart.

# # #
[image: image]


RYEN KICKED THE CARCASS at his feet. Rad-blasted beasts were too stupid to avoid the slice grass. He thought he’d burned it all out, but the last storm must have brought in new seed. At least the beast was still alive; he could salvage the meat. Striding to his lift bike to grab the butcher kit, Ryen did some quick calculations. Dried meat earned less than live beast, but it should be enough to finally get them passage off this mud ball.

The holo vids of Gliese had promised burbling streams, snowcapped mountains, and wide fertile plains. They hadn’t mentioned the disease-carrying stream skaters, the days-long dust storms, or the blasted slice grass.  

Elisa had convinced him to put in for the colony lottery. Being a pessimist, he’d set aside enough to get them a new start if everything went wrong. But that had been before the twins had come along. He’d begged Elisa to take the kids and move off-planet without him—they had just enough for the three of them, if they did it now while the kids were small enough to share a single seat. She could get a job and save enough to buy his way free, too. But she wouldn’t go. Ryen had to admit, he’d really missed her and the twins this week. But substitute teaching paid good credits, too good to pass up. Especially when she kept the twins with her—no need for expensive childcare. As he worked on the carcass, he dreamed about their upcoming reunion.

Lost in the dream, Ryen didn’t notice the approaching dust cloud until the lift tractor stopped, just out of blast rifle range. He stood, swinging his rifle over his shoulder, holding it high enough to be ready, but low enough to look non-threatening. The world net identified the tractor owner as Porcelli, his nearest neighbor. The driver stood up in the open cab, hands out to show he was unarmed. This year was hard on all of them—Porcelli must have lost a few kilos. Maybe his family needed this meat more than Ryen needed the stake. He sighed and started toward the truck.

The remote laser took him right in the back. As his lifeless body fell face first into the dust, the death message he’d nervously recorded on the transport to Gliese so many years ago uploaded to the world net. “Elisa, if you get this, I guess I’m dead...”
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Chapter 2
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STEPPING OUT OF THE shuttle and down the ladder, Saree sighed as dust puffed up around her. She scanned the large, flat plain of Gliese’s main landing field. Lightwave’s Alpha Shuttle, easily twice the size of hers, rested on the ground a klick to the north. Some sort of vehicle came toward her, a cloud of dust trailing behind it. She squinted. An enclosed lift van, probably for delivering goods. The large gray vehicle stopped a few meters away from her, dust billowing in a big cloud around it. Turning away, Saree carefully kept her mouth closed, breathing shallowly through her nose until the dust settled. She should have waited inside. Blinking away the dust, she turned back to the van. A door halfway down the body opened and Purser Grant Lowe stepped out, his normal smoldering leer sweeping her from head to foot and back again. He held out an arm and swept it toward the van door with a little half-bow.

“Scholar, come join us!”

She smiled back, ridiculously happy to see the man. Most of the time, she wasn’t too sure she liked him, but she was thrilled and excited today. Grant offered her a hand up into the vehicle. Stepping up into the dark interior, Saree almost smashed her nose into a crate. Looking to both sides, she saw the lift van was jammed full of crates and boxes.

Purser Lowe stepped up close to her and the door slid shut, brushing against her back. Putting a hand on her lower back, he pressed, turning her to the right. “To the front, Scholar.”

Finishing the turn, she squeezed through the narrow space between the cargo and the lift van wall, eventually popping out into a seating area. Two rows of long, narrow benches sat behind the driver’s seat, the crates jammed up against the back of the rear bench. Captain Ruhger turned and nodded to her, a tiny flicker of an almost-smile turning up the ends of his soft lips, contrasting oddly with the still glowering brows. Warm joy surged behind Saree’s breastbone. Katryn and Tyron Phazeer, Chef Loreli and Chief Bhoher turned on the benches and smiled or nodded a greeting to her too, and she grinned back at all of them. Happiness and delight solidified in her chest and stomach like a big, warm hug; like coming home to Mommy, her first home, her real home.

She stood there long enough for a puzzled look to appear on Chief’s face. His frown was enough to pull her out of the momentary rapture and remember where she was. Taking a seat on the bench behind Katryn, Saree buckled in, cinching the straps down tight. These lift vans were a little rough without paving of some sort. And there didn’t seem to be paving anywhere on Gliese. Lowe handed her a set of ear protectors and she gratefully pulled them on. Cargo lifts were loud, with very little shielding between the grav generator, the chassis and the ground.

“Anybody not secured and ready, speak up,” Captain Ruhger rasped. “Initiating thrust.”

The warmth in her heart increased. Her feelings were absolutely ridiculous. She’d known these people a relatively short time, but they already felt like family. Saree smiled again, helpless against the joy. The van lifted and started forward, the seat vibrating her body and the noise deafening even through the ear protectors.

From the little Saree could see out the small front window between the bodies, they skirted Haven to the east, and continued east, traveling well beyond the town’s cultivated land. She’d been told the Sisters’ compound was many klicks away, and now she knew it to be true. The trail they followed was mostly straight, but took sharp bends occasionally for no reason she could see. After thirty-eight standard minutes, they slowed to a crawl and maneuvered in slow ‘S’ turns through a maze of mud brick walls. She’d seen these kinds of fortifications before, but not usually on worlds like this one. Why would the Sisters build a defensive ground-vehicle-slowing maze when there was so little ground traffic on Gliese? Maybe there was large wildlife of some sort out here? Any real attack would come from above.

Once inside the walls, Captain Ruhger drove slowly across a large open area, the native vegetation cut short, then slowed even more to go through another gate, this one made of local wood, cloudy with sealer, and into a courtyard with large, mud brick buildings. Captain Ruhger carefully piloted the van between two of the buildings and finally settled it down. The crew got up and removed the ear protectors, so Saree did too.

Turning, Purser Lowe motioned to her. “Hurry, Scholar. If we don’t get out of here now, we’ll get blocked in by chattering girls.”

Chief, standing in the aisle, motioned for her to proceed him. “Worse, Grant. Remember how this always goes?”

Lowe snorted and stepped out. Following him, Saree stepped down into a clear, dusty space, a large crowd of women and girls gathered in a semicircle around the van. They wore long tunics in shades of brown, tan and off-white. The women eagerly peered inside the lift-van; Saree assumed they were excited to unload the crates. Chief stepped up next to her, took her arm and pulled her off to the side. He stopped and turned, falling back into the first row of women.

A high-pitched yell rang out, two women sprinting through the crowd toward the crew. The Captain, Tyron and Loreli hustled away from the van, toward the semicircle of women. Katryn grabbed a box out the lift van, lowered into a crouch and ran toward the women.

What in all the worlds?

Katryn shoved the corner of the box into the stomach of one of the women, and she gasped as she collapsed to the ground. At the same time, Katryn swept out a leg, hooking the other girl’s leg. The second girl recovered with a stumbling step, but it was already too late. Katryn grabbed her arm and threw her to the ground, next to the first woman. The first gasped for air, two women from the crowd coming out to check her vitals and straighten her legs. The other lay face up, hands splayed wide, up above her shoulders in a clear posture of surrender, Katryn’s fist poised at her throat.

“You’re dead,” Katryn said, then she stood and held out a hand. The semicircle of women clapped, hooted and hollered. The second attacker took her hand, rising to pull Katryn into a hug, and Saree shook her head in wonder. Nice way to welcome someone home. Saree was glad Lowe and Chief buffered her from the girls now mobbing Katryn in a group hug, the chatter and laughter rising to deafening levels. Tyron stood well out of the way, arms crossed, an indulgent look on his face. Captain Ruhger stepped up to her side, put a hand on her shoulder and pressed gently, his fingers hot even through her robes.

“Come on, Scholar. They’ll be a while.”

Saree allowed herself to be herded, but disappointingly, the Captain dropped his hand after she turned. Pacing alongside him, they rounded the lift van to face the building. Another dull-brown mud brick building, but taller than any she’d seen. Craning her head up, she peered into the gathering gloom, but couldn’t tell how big it was, the edges fading into darkness.

“Sorry about the back-door welcome, but the cargo is far more important than we are,” Captain Ruhger said, pulling open the heavy-looking sealed wood door for her. Walking in, another door appeared in front of her, a narrow passageway running off to either side, with wood flooring, milky-gray with sealant. Captain Ruhger opened the door in front of her, nodding his head toward the opening.

Stepping in, she automatically moved to the side and surveyed. Saree stood in a large room with high—for mud brick construction anyway—ceilings, the ubiquitous milky gray boards underfoot and on the walls and ceilings. Tables, in the same milky gray wood, marched down the room in long rows, enough to seat fifty or more humans, bathed in bright, white light, almost blinding in contrast to the gathering darkness outside. Slightly wobbly stacks of hand-thrown pottery bowls and plates, glazed in shiny primary hues, sat on the tables every six chairs or so. Large, vivid abstract artwork hung on the walls, and the delicious scent of baking bread hung in the air. A small group of women stood a few meters in front of her; a larger group of women and girls gathered near a set of double doors halfway down the room on the right. Loreli, Lowe and Chief Bhoher walked past Saree, murmuring greetings to the small group of older women, and continuing toward the far group of women.

Captain Ruhger stepped up to her left and swept an arm. “Come, Scholar. I’ll introduce you.”

Trailing behind him, Saree used the time to scrutinize the five women in front of her. Mostly older than she by ten, twenty or more standards, they were an eclectic mix of colors and heights. Each wore a mix of Gliese-wear and what might be religious robes—dark, rough work pants with lots of pockets and tight long-sleeve shirts under thigh-length over-robes in shades of off-white, tan and brown. Simple squares of woven material, with a hole in the center for the wearer’s head, and a hood hanging down behind the neck, they seemed practical, easy-to-make warmth. From the rather coarse, rough weave, Saree surmised the robes were the natural shades of some animal’s fleece.

The woman in the center of the group was shorter than Saree, at least twenty standards older, and five kilos heavier, but those kilos were all muscle. She held a tall, solid black staff, subtle patterns decorating the surface. In coloring, the woman matched her robes—dark brown, weather-worn skin the color of well-used Old Earth leather, hair a shade or two darker, sprinkled with gray on the temples pulled back tightly against her head, and espresso brown eyes, slightly narrowed at her.

“Mother Ferra, this is Scholar Candidate of Ancient Music, Cary Sessan, delivered as requested along with the rest of the cargo.” Captain Ruhger jerked his head back toward the door they’d just come through, the chattering of girls growing louder.

Saree bowed deeply to the group but kept her eyes on them. The crew of Lightwave might feel safe here, but she didn’t know these people at all. She couldn’t rely on their familiarity extending to her and they seemed equally wary of her. They’d asked her to come; why would they do that if they were worried about her?

Mother Ferra bowed back, not as deeply, and like Saree, kept her gaze firmly on her. “Scholar, welcome to our home.” Mother Ferra’s voice was an unexpectedly high soprano, but still commanding. She motioned to the women on her left. “This is Sister Lashtar, our head of security—” the tall, pale blond woman with weapons openly displayed on her belt nodded to her “—and Sister Ani, our net master.” A dark-skinned woman with close-cropped curly black hair, the same height as Saree, nodded sharply, dark brown eyes just short of a glare.

Mother Ferra turned slightly to the right. “This is Sister Navarr, our house mother—” a petite, tan woman, with short, mousy brown hair smiled at her “—and Sister Danile, our y’ga master.” Sister Danile met Saree’s gaze, nodded sharply, then clearly scanned her from head to foot. She was a bit taller than Saree, with warm brown skin and close-cropped, straight, dark brown hair, amber eyes in a completely neutral expression and a body that gave the impression of a tightly coiled spring about to release explosively. Saree didn’t want to meet any of these women in a back alley alone, let alone as a group—they were clearly capable and dangerous, even Sister Navarr, her smile showing a distinct edge.

Mother Ferra continued, “Sister Navarr, could you please make sure the novices are actually unloading our cargo, rather than gossiping?”

Giving Mother Ferra a tiny, rather ironic smile, Sister Navarr nodded, and quickly passed behind Saree. As the door closed, the chatter of girls abruptly died off, and Saree grimaced just a bit, remembering her own house mother’s impact.

“Scholar Sessan, please join us,” Mother Ferra said, turning slightly to her left and sweeping an arm in clear invitation. The women split, and Saree walked forward to Mother Ferra’s side, all too conscious of the watchful women around her. Her footsteps rang loudly in the bubble of watchful silence as they walked to the far end of the room. They sat at a shorter table set perpendicular to the long ones dominating the room, the same stack of pottery bowls and plates in the middle. Saree found herself at the end of the table, with her back to a wall, facing all the doors, opposite what she guessed was the kitchen from the clatter of metal on metal coming through the double-wide swinging doors.

She was pleasantly surprised—offering the safest seat at the table to a guest was a good sign. Especially when Saree assumed this was normally Mother Ferra’s seat. Looking down the table, though, four pairs of eyes speared her, along with Captain Ruhger’s. He was seated at the far end of the table, a slightly sardonic look on his face. Ah, she was in the interrogation seat. She smiled internally.

A young girl, dressed in tan Gliese-wear, appeared at her right shoulder and poured a steaming, dark beverage into the bright red mug in front of her, then poured for the rest of the table. Saree sniffed discreetly—black tea, real tea, a dark and smoky one. The women raised their mugs, so Saree followed suit, as did Captain Ruhger. The hand-thrown mug was heavy in her hand, but the glazing was smooth.

“May the Mother bless us,” Mother Ferra said, and sipped.

The women all repeated the phrase and sipped as well. Captain Ruhger merely nodded, so Saree did the same, and sipped from her cup. The tea was almost too hot, and strong, just shy of bitter, the astringency of the blend causing her mouth to pucker slightly.

Mother Ferra started. “So, Scholar, Captain Ruhger tells us you are a scholar of music, little-known music of Old Earth. The townspeople tell us you’ve been recording every tune they play, sing or dance, and you’ve successfully persuaded several of the shyer ones to perform for you. Not only that, but you’ve inspired them to hold a jamboree.” She smiled for a second, the expression seeming out of place with her very serious demeanor so far. “Not that it takes much inspiration to hold a jamboree—there’s not much entertainment here on Cygnus-Gliese.” She raised her eyebrows inquiringly. “But Ma Ecker? You must be quite persuasive.”

Saree smiled slightly and shook her head. “I don’t think so, Mother Ferra. I merely ask and encourage. Most musicians want to perform, even if they’re shy.”

There were nods of agreement around the table. Mother Ferra continued, “True. But still, to persuade Ma Ecker to perform is no small feat.”

Saree smiled, remembering the effort fondly. “Oh, yes, it took a little persuasion, but even those sure they are beyond their performing years still want to, deep inside. And while her voice may be a little rough, the heartfelt emotion comes through crystal clear—it’s rather heartbreaking.” She blinked, trying to keep any tears from falling.

The women smiled, the same smile Saree wore, slightly sad but hopeful. Ma Ecker had had a rough life, but she was incredibly grateful for the good things, even though to an outsider, the bad seemed to outweigh the good. Her performance was an amazing demonstration of faith, and Saree felt blessed to record it, even if the recording couldn’t truly convey the emotion Ma Ecker’s live performance did. Recorded performances never did—the Sa’sa were right on that point.

“Our library has some Old Earth recordings and a few documents. You are free to peruse and make copies if you find anything interesting. The challenge will be finding what you want. Most of our library hasn’t been cataloged,” Sister Ani said. She had an unusual, lilting accent. “We are too busy surviving to work on it.”

Saree blinked in surprise. “Thank you. That’s very generous. If I find anything in my field, I will certainly catalog it for you.” She hesitated, considering the unknown amount of work, but she really was bored. “Actually, if you want me to, I’d be happy to catalog your entire library while I’m here.” She shrugged and smiled slightly at the surprise in their faces. “There’s not much more for me to do here on Gliese. I’ve spoken to just about everyone on the planet except your order.”

Rather than the smiles she expected, the women all frowned or, in Sister Lashtar’s case, scowled. Mother Ferra turned toward Captain Ruhger. “That is unfortunately not true. There are many other little homesteading compounds scattered around this area and other parts of the world. Most are hardworking families, just trying to survive. But, as usual, there are those who believe they are owed something just because they exist, and they think nothing of stealing and looting what they want. Several of the farms near us have been razed, the families either dead, hiding or worse. It seems everyone who resists is killed, but there are indications younger women and older children are taken as slaves.”

Now their wariness and fierce expressions made sense.

Sister Lashtar took up the tale. Her voice was a low alto, with a distinct snap to it. “There have been some incursions into our territory as well, but all they’ve done so far is destroy things or take crops and animals. We’ve been very careful to send our girls out in groups with designated security, but we’re worried. When this group of sand fleas gets desperate, and they will, they may come in force. Certainly they can’t do anything against us here—we’re too well defended—but we have to farm to feed ourselves and trade with Haven.” Sister Lashtar scowled. “We don’t know how big this group is or how well armed. There is a cave system about ten klicks to the northeast—we think they’re hiding there—but our pitiful satellites just don’t have the ability to do any real surveillance; they’re just weather sats. Sister Ani and her advanced students have done wonders with them, but there’s only so much they can do.”

Ani nodded grimly in agreement, her ebony skin shining in the light.

Sister Lashtar continued, “We’d love to sit in siege and starve them out, but those caves have multiple exits. We’re sure we don’t know all of them and we don’t have enough people or sensors. We’ve approached the town leaders, but they don’t have enough people either, especially not trained people. Many in town don’t want to know about it; they’re happily ignorant.” Lashtar’s face showed her opinion of that attitude, and the derision was clear in her tone. “They turn a blind eye, saying we’re imagining things, just because the town hasn’t been attacked.” The fierce expression was tinged with something else. Fear? “Idiots.”

Mother Ferra raised a hand. “We are not aggressors. It’s against the tenets of our practice. We don’t attack. We defend ourselves, but we are not the aggressors. We are not law enforcement.”

Sister Lashtar broke in. “There isn’t any law enforcement here, Mother. That’s the problem. Who’s going to do it if we don’t? Isn’t that why you wanted to talk to Ruhger?”

“Sister...” Ferra said, the warning clear in her voice. Lashtar scowled but subsided. Saree was sure they’d had this argument many times before. Was this the reason for Lashtar’s fear, or was there more?

“Exactly what are you asking us to do, Mother Ferra? We’re definitely not law enforcement, nor are we mercenaries. We’re a transport company,” Captain Ruhger said, his normal glower deeper and harder, full lips compressed.

Sister Lashtar snorted, but didn’t say anything. Mother Ferra said, “We need some help with surveillance. We need to find the bandits, and rescue any children still alive. At least five farms have been destroyed, and we believe they’ve taken around ten children, maybe more. If we can find them, map a way in and rescue the children, that will be sufficient. We don’t have any overhead assets. Would you be willing to use your shuttle and map out the area?”

The line between Captain Ruhger’s brows deepened. “Maybe. I’ll ask the crew.” He shook his head and outright scowled. “Mother Ferra, we came down to relax a little. It’s been a... rough run and we need some rest.”

“Really?” Sister Lashtar drawled out, inquiring expression on her face. “Rough run how?”

Ruhger snorted. “That, Sister, is a very long tale and will require something stronger than tea.” He raised the mug and tilted it back and forth a little.

She smiled faintly. “Well then, it will have to wait until after dinner.”

Saree sensed a familiarity or connection between Captain Ruhger and Sister Lashtar. He’d told her one of Phalanx Eagle’s members became a Sister—perhaps Lashtar was the one? A former mercenary would be a logical choice for a chief of security...

While she watched and listened, girls and women entered the room, seating themselves at the long tables, the general noise level rising with their numbers. They all looked curiously at Saree, but didn’t come over, so she ignored them as the Sisters did.

Mother Ferra stood and the room quieted immediately. She moved to the side and slightly behind Saree, facing out into the room and raising her arms. “May the Mother bless the food we are here to share. May the Mother bless our efforts to praise her. May the Mother bless us, and may the Mother bless our guests.”

“May the Mother bless us,” echoed back from every corner of the room.

Mother Ferra returned to her seat and young women streamed out of the kitchen, carrying large bowls and baskets. Sister Danile pulled the stack of small plates toward her and handed them around the table, Sister Ani doing the same with spoons. Two of the young women placed a large, leaf-green bowl and a tan, napkin-covered basket in the middle of their table. Sister Danile ladled some sort of thick stew into the bowls on the table and passed them down. The basket passed behind the bowls, each person pulling out what appeared to be a flat bread of some sort.

“Scholar,” Mother Ferra said quietly to her, “it is our custom to eat slowly in silence so we truly appreciate the gifts we have been given. We will talk more after the meal.”

Saree nodded her agreement and applied herself to the stew. Like every other meal she’d had on Cygnus Gliese, it was mostly starch, a tuber of some sort, with some meat in sauce, but this one had less dust and far more flavor. She didn’t recognize the flavor, but it was pleasant, sweetly sharp and slightly minty. Perhaps it was a local herb?

Tearing off a piece of the flatbread, she chewed. The roughly milled grain took some effort to chew, but a tang of sourdough made it tasty. She glanced up at her fellow diners—the Sisters dipped their bread into the stew before eating it, probably softening it a bit. All in all, it was the best meal she’d had on Gliese so far. Which, she mused, wasn’t saying much. But still, it was better than eating the boring packaged meals on her shuttle. She kept eating, but surveyed the room, trying to learn more about the Sisters from the surroundings.

The room was well organized. She was obviously sitting at the leadership table, but it was fairly small, with only two more empty places. Sister Navarr, the ‘house mother,’ sat at the head of the long table closest to the kitchen, young children nearest her, getting older as they continued down the table, until they reached the very end, where teenage girls sat among a few babies and toddlers. The parallel table was filled with women of every age, the rest of Lightwave’s crew clustered at the end nearest them, Loreli at the head. Young women around Katryn’s age sat next to them, in every shade of skin color in the human race.

As Saree neared the bottom of her bowl, Sister Danile slid the serving bowl to her, and Sister Ferra motioned for her to take more, with a small nod. Assuming they had plenty, she took a smaller amount and passed the bowl back. Captain Ruhger filled his bowl, as did Sister Danile and Sister Lashtar, but the others passed, chewing their flatbread slowly, probably so those still eating wouldn’t feel rushed. Many of the younger children shifted and wriggled in their seats, but the only sound was the clink of utensils on pottery. Sometime after she finished her second bowl, a small group of pre-teen girls at the first table got up and began clearing the dishes away from the younger children’s places. At Saree’s table, they all passed the used dishes down to Captain Ruhger’s end and one of the girls took them away.

Sister Navarr stood. “Groups one through five are dismissed to your hall. Groups six through nine are dismissed to your hall or studies as assigned.” Everyone stood, and Saree scrambled to her feet. At the far table, the children left the hall at a walk, although some of them jumped and bounced as they walked, and Saree couldn’t help but smile at their obvious impatience. The young women with the babies and toddlers also filed out, followed by most of the younger women at the next table, including several of those near Katryn. Most of them squeezed her hand or hugged her before leaving and Katryn’s smile was a little tremulous.

Mother Ferra turned away from her. “Captain Ruhger, would you and your crew join us in the meditation room?” He frowned, and she held up a hand and smiled pleasantly. “Only because it’s large enough to hold everyone and the mats there are softer than these benches.” His expression lightened and he nodded sharply. “Scholar, you’re welcome to join us, or I can have someone show you the library.”

“If you want the story of our last run, the Scholar needs to be there,” Captain Ruhger said.

Mother Ferra looked at her inquiringly, and Saree nodded in acquiescence. She wanted to see the Sisters’ reactions to their story, and she was curious about their situation. Perhaps Hal could do something for them?
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Chapter 3
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SAREE FOLLOWED MOTHER Ferra out the same door they’d entered, everyone shuffling behind them. Turning left, they walked down a long hallway, doors every ten meters or so on her left, the occasional door to her right, leading to the outside. The hallway was mostly straight, but every fifty meters or so, it bent slightly to the left—the buildings were set in a semi-circle, just as Hal showed her. No one spoke; the sound of many feet on wood planks rumbled like distant thunder. They finally came to a door set at the end of the long passage and proceeded through it. Lights came up, revealing a large room, not much smaller than the dining hall, but with a much higher, vaulted ceiling, supported by big, milky gray timbers. The ceiling, walls and floors were the same pale wood, but much of the ceiling and walls were draped with panels of material in restful shades of green and blue, accented with reds, yellows and golds.

The effect brought to mind a picture she’d seen of Old Earth, of mountains covered in trees in fall colors and of other worlds with similar seasons and vegetation. A hint of aromatic wood, resin and smoke hung in the air; they must use incense, but not often. Overall, it seemed a restful, reverent place, a refuge from daily life.

Just after entering, everyone removed their footwear, so Saree slipped out of her world boots. Thin, rolled mats, in a variety of colors, stood in baskets and big, poufy, variegated brown cloth bags sagged along the walls. Each Sister, and Lightwave’s crew, picked one or the other and moved into the center of the space.

Mother Ferra walked to the far end of the room and sank down, crossing her legs and sitting upright on one of the thin mats, although she’d folded it in half. Saree looked closer. The mat was actually a thin rug with bright patterns. Did the Sisters weave rugs too? Captain Ruhger, Chief Bhoher and Katryn copied the Mother, but the rest of the crew chose the poufy bags. Loreli elbowed her and motioned to one of the soft bags, so Saree picked one up and sat next to her in the circle forming around Mother Ferra. Other women filled in the circle and a second circle behind them, the filling in the poufy bags shooshing as everyone settled. The bag was soft and comfortable, but a large shift to the left or right would dump her on the floor.

“Sisters, meditation room rules are suspended for this discussion,” Mother Ferra said. “But let us remember where we are, who we are, and the hands that hold us.” She put her hands together to form a cup, raising them up over her head. The rest of the Sisters copied her motion, bowing their heads below their hands. Mother Ferra left them up just long enough that Saree felt uncomfortable not copying her gesture. Finally, she turned toward one of the Sisters on the outer circle. “Sisters Raisa and Ne’char, would you please pour wine for all of us?”

Loreli straightened as much as the poufy seat allowed, her pleased expression shining. “Wine? The grapes grew?”

Several of the Sisters smiled, rather proudly. One of the women behind Saree spoke. “Yes, Chef. They were extremely successful. They take a lot of water, but they produce very well and make a good sweet dessert wine.”

One of the other women chimed in. “And it doesn’t flatten you the next day like the so-called brandy Mr. Smith makes.” Chuckles sounded around the room as pottery cups were distributed. These cups were smaller, thinner and slightly bell-shaped, glazed in a light, mossy green. Saree discreetly sniffed as the cups passed from hand to hand. A sweet, grassy scent, with a tiny little bite of alcohol. When each person held a cup, Mother Ferra intoned the now-familiar, “May the Mother bless us,” and the room echoed it back.

Saree sipped her wine. Overwhelmingly sweet, almost thick liquid coated her tongue, then thinned and left a distinct flavor of grapes with a slightly astringent alcoholic vapor. A pleasantly sweet aftertaste lingered in her mouth.

“Oh, very good. Does it travel well?” Loreli asked.

The same woman behind Saree spoke again. “We haven’t figured that out yet. We haven’t produced enough to sell.”

“Well, if you have a few bottles to send with me, we will find out. There is a high-end market for this kind of wine, especially if you’re willing to label it ‘Produce of the Sisters of Cygnus’ and play up the mystery.” Loreli emphasized the air quotes, waggling her hands and eyebrows with a wide-eyed dramatic expression.

Reactions were mixed, some smiling, some frowning and some clearly unsure, but they all looked at Mother Ferra. She shrugged. “Perhaps. It might be possible. We will send some bottles with you and see if it survives travel before we start down that path. But before we embroil you in our troubles, would you share the real news of the wider universe, especially anything impacting us, and your stories?” She smiled, the expression siting uneasily on her solemn face. “You know how much we love hearing about your adventures.”

“‘Adventure’ is the right word this time around, Mother,” Captain Ruhger said gravely. “But Grant will share the core’s news first, then we’ll get to our latest travels.”

Grant stood, starting with the grimmer news of core system governments tightening their grips on their populations, grabbing for more systems and resources, and distracting their poor, downtrodden but happily ignorant inhabitants with fluffy entertainment. Loreli and Katryn chimed in with additional tidbits in their fields of expertise while Captain Ruhger and Tyron occasionally clarified a political point. Saree listened with half an ear, having heard more than enough of the stories from Hal. Instead, she reviewed her clock maintenance schedule. She’d managed to partially maintain all of the clocks in the Cygnus systems they’d folded into, but she really wanted to finish the final sub-clocks and confirm the switch to the newly tuned clocks worked. Hal decided they’d bring the clocks on line in the opposite order of their travel, so Cygnus-Prime would be the last correction applied, while they were still here in Gliese. Hopefully, the phased implementation would draw the ‘human Clocker’ hunters away from her.

Saree jolted a little in her seat when Captain Ruhger said, “Lady Vulten,” the distaste clear in his voice. Guess she’d better pay attention—there were sure to be questions when he finished.

When Captain Ruhger sat, Sister Lashtar arrowed a look just short of a glare at her, her ice-blue eyes growing colder as she spoke. “Why would these women want you, a Scholar of Ancient Music?”

Shrugging and shaking her head, she put a carefully bewildered look on her face. “It’s definitely strange.” She swept a hand down her body. “It’s not as if I’m a beauty or a particularly talented musician myself. I am a determined researcher, but even so, I truly doubt I picked up any deep, dark secrets of Dronteim in my few hours on their station. Poor Chef was the one who found out their ‘special’ herb—” Saree made the air quotes obvious “—contains extremely high amounts of nickel. So everyone on Lightwave knows that.” She shook her head again, hopefully conveying her perplexed bafflement. “It doesn’t make any sense to me at all.”

Captain Ruhger cleared his throat. “There are rumors Scholar Sessan is the mythical ‘human Clocker.’” He gave her an ironic tilt of his head, the corner of his mouth turning up ever so slightly. “There are at least five different entities offering absolutely huge—and suicidal—rewards for the capture of the human Clocker. Those who don’t know better are willing to take big gambles on the chance.”

Mother Ferra looked at her, eyebrows raised. “And you are not this ‘human Clocker’?”

Saree smiled. “I’m a Candidate Scholar of Ancient Music, Sister. I research and record, and every so often, I join in. I do travel widely, by myself, but so do many others. But I was raised in the human colony on the Sa’sa homeworld. That one fact seems to mean far too much to many beings. I’ve had other attempts on my person, but things like that happen to solo travelers in the fringes all the time.” She shrugged, helplessly. “Until Lightwave brought it to my attention, I didn’t know the particulars of the human Clocker bounties.” All of which was carefully true, if incomplete. She and Hal had discussed how to talk about the allegations without outright lying, since many beings, including some humans, easily detected falsehoods. She suspected some of the Sisters could—large numbers of children to raise probably made you sensitive.

Everyone stared at her, their expressions varied. Some recognized her evasion, but why confront her? They didn’t have any reason to, other than a general dislike of dishonesty, and a very good reason to leave it alone. Their desperate need for clock maintenance should convince them a small evasion was good for everyone. Finally, Mother Ferra nodded and turned to Captain Ruhger again. Saree sagged internally, grateful the soft seat she slumped in didn’t let any involuntary reaction show. Good thing she’d followed Loreli’s suggestion.

“Well, I can certainly see why you’d appreciate a break, Ruhger, but we’re still going to ask for your help. Sister Lashtar?”

Rising slowly from her crossed-leg position using only her leg muscles, demonstrating strength and grace, Sister Lashtar stood. She turned toward Ruhger and the crew of Lightwave, her face emotionless. The crew appeared wary, even disturbed at her manner. “As Sister Ferra told you, several farming and ranching families have disappeared, their houses ransacked and torched, their crops and livestock taken. Looking back, we believe this pattern started over a standard year ago, at the beginning of the winter season. Livestock disappeared from grazing areas, just a few every week or so. One of the ranchers, who lived approximately forty klicks north of here, made complaints to the town council, but there was little they could do, since we don’t have any real law enforcement here.” She frowned. “We haven’t needed police until now. That was the last formal complaint made. We’ve pieced together a timeline based on when people stopped showing up in town. We also went back to the razed ranches and we found this. Sister Ani?”

Sister Ani brought up a holo and enlarged it. “The vid is badly degraded—we believe there was an electromagnetic pulse fired in the area, but this e-torc was just far enough away that it wasn’t completely destroyed.”

A bouncing view, low to the ground, as if a child was running, pixilated interference obscuring much of it. Labored breathing could be heard, getting faster and harder, and flashes of clenched fists appeared as the child ran faster. A man, dressed in dusty black, appeared in the holo. A loud gasp, and the runner jinked, but another man stood in the way. The child turned again, but the two men moved to cut the child off. A man laughed, evil amusement ringing in the sound. Slowly, the men boxed the child in. “Run, girl, run,” one of the men said as the others laughed. The girl ran, twisting and turning, the men taunting her. A loud commanding voice yelled and the men sobered, closing in. “No!” a girl screamed. A swooping, tumbling view of something dark interspersed with sky, despairing screams fading away, the view finally stabilizing on a closeup of a bushy plant of some kind.

Saree swallowed hard and shuddered, the women around her shifting uncomfortably, Loreli gripping her hand convulsively, then releasing it slowly.

Sister Lashtar said something inaudible, and the vid disappeared, a holo of a map appearing, with the town and the Sisters’ compound highlighted and labeled. “That ranch is here,” she said, a dot lighting up far to the north of them. “It’s been destroyed, along with all of these.” Black dots, numbered one through five, appeared on the map in a rough semicircle to the north and west of them, the numbers increasing as they neared the Sisters’ location. “Here is the cave system.” Another dot, in red, to the north of the Sisters’ compound and south of the razed farms appeared, centered in the semicircle of destruction and the Sisters’ ranch.

“They aren’t even trying to hide their location, are they?” Katryn said indignantly.

Sister Lashtar’s face grew grimmer. “No. They aren’t. And there’s a good reason for that.” She swept a vid up. Rough, rugged gray, yellow and red banded spires of rock rose into a blue sky, narrow channels winding between the stone teeth. The viewpoint swept up the spires, then traveled forward into them. Looking down into a forest of rock trees, the stony spires merged into spines, curving and twisting, deep channels separating them, the spines randomly melting into the sand, and new ones appearing farther away—a harsh and forbidding landscape, a maze of stone, like a pack of giant monsters’ jawbones, tangled together and left to desiccate in the sun.

Sister Lashtar said, “The Badlands have never been fully explored or mapped.” She shrugged. “Why waste the time? There’s nothing there—no water, no arable land, no grazing. We have overhead land survey maps, but that’s it. The Badlands start here—” she pointed at the yellow dot on the map “—but they continue to the east for approximately sixty klicks, in a narrow triangle eventually merging with the mountains. In most places, they are only five to ten klicks wide, a narrow spine of rocky desolation. Obviously, they were carved by erosion when Gliese had far more water here than it has now. What we didn’t know, but we know now, is that caves and tunnels exist throughout the Badlands. Some seem to go a very long way down into the earth and some meander and connect to others, and some go nowhere.” She grimaced. “While we know they exist, they’re now guarded. The drone we used to get this vid was destroyed after we sent it into a cave. We’d set up a comm relay at the cave entrance, so we saw they used a laser weapon, but that’s all we know.”

“How far into the cave was it?” Tyron asked.

“Just short of two hundred meters and right after it made a fairly sharp bend to the east. We were about to move the comm relay when the laser flashed and everything went dark.” Sister Lashtar scowled. “We pulled the comm relay back immediately and haven’t attempted anything since.”

Chief asked, “Wasn’t the colonizing
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