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Prologue
"Don't take her! Please, don't take my sigter.”
Kateralaid her fingers on the arm of Elder Torkon, but afirm hand on her shoulder yanked her back.

"Do not touch him," came the stern voice of Elder Rastonon. Kateraturned around to face him. Hewas
squinting at her with small, black eyes. A drooping mustache and tapering gray beard tugged at the
cornersof hismouth, intengfying his scowl.

"Please, if you must send one of us, send me," Katera pleaded, holding out her folded hands. "We are
identicd. For twenty-four years, our own mother has had trouble telling us gpart. The Master will never
know that I am not Adrella”

"Askinadon will know," Elder Torkon said, as he poured the contents of avia into the sacred bath. "He
isthe Voice. He will know. She has been Summoned, not you. If you want to be with your sister during
her last hoursin Paralon, you will cooperate. The only reason you're being permitted in the elder's
bathhouse isto calm her so we can compl ete preparations before the sacrifice. And if you can't do that,
you will be sent away.”

"No, no. Don't send me away." Kateralowered her head. "I want to be with her."
"Good," Elder Torkon said. "Then you may bring her to us. The bath isready."”

A sweset fragrance drifted up from the steamy water of the large wooden tub that dominated the room.
Kateraknew the water had been scented with the attar of the white urlissin in preparation for the
sacrificid maiden. With agrowing achein her heart, she left the room to retrieve Adrella, who was
waiting on a bench outside the bathhouse. As she looked up, Katerasaw theterror in her eyesand did
onto the bench next to her, dipping an arm around her shoulder. They sat leaning into each other, as
Katera savored afew precious moments aone with her. Too soon, ElderTorkon called from insde.

"lt'stime”

Kateraturned to her sister and scooped up her hands. Hot tears threatened to escape from the corners
of her eyes, and she blinked them away.

"Adrdla..."

"It'sdl right, Katera. I'm ready,” Adrellasaid, inasmdl voice. "And please, be careful; you must watch
your thoughts. Askinadon will know them.”

Kateraforced asmile, and stood up offering an arm. Adrellatook it, and they entered the room together.
The steam had dampened everything in the darkened room, including the elders, who were wiping their
brows. Adrella stared at the tub in the middle, ablank ook in her eyes. Elder Torkon motioned her to
undress, and stood back to watch. Too shaken to protest, Adrellaalowed Katerato help her out of her
garments. One by one, Katera draped each item over achair against thewall until Adrella stood naked
and trembling before them. Kateramoved protectively behind her as Adrella climbed into the tub. She
looked dwarfed insideit, like achild with her knees bunched up in front of her.



Katera settled on achair next to the tub and talked to her softly, whispering stories of their childhood and
the carefree days before Askinadon had overpowered their smal village. Adrdllalistened in silence, her
head tilted to one side and her eyes brimming with tears. When Katera spoke of Banken, the boy who
had loved Adrella, apain pierced her chest as her sister turned her head away. Still, she kept talking, as
much to cam hersdf asAdrela

An hour later, the eldersinstructed Adrellato get out and dry off. Katera handed her adrying blanket,
and while Adrdllawrapped hersdf in it, the elders poured aliberal amount of rubbing oil into a sacred
gourd and handed it to Katera. She gpproached Adrellaholding it tenderly in both hands and fedling
helpless.

"It'sdl right,” Adrellawhispered. "Better you than them.”

Katerakissed her lightly on the cheek, and dipped her hand into the oil. Adrella dropped the blanket,
and Katerarubbed the ail in loving strokes over Adrdlas shoulders and neck. As her hands worked the
oil into the skin over her back, achill spread through her chest, threatening to overwhelm her. She
rubbed Adrellaslegs dowly, trying to release the lump in her throat and hoping to postpone the
inevitable. As soon as shefinished with Adrellas feet, the elders pushed her aside.

"She needsto dress," Rastonon said, holding up a silken spullera painted with images of the rocsadons,
the ferocious dragon-like creaturesin Askinadon's corrd.

Adrdlagepped into it as Rastonon held it open for her. He did it up her legs and over her hips, securing
it around her waist. Abundant layers of soft cloth tumbled to the hemline and floated onto her bare feet,
forcing her to gather and lift the material whenever she moved. She dropped the skirt when Torkon held
up ared flowing top, aso silken, and raised her armsto alow himto pull it over her head. Her bare
breasts lifted and disappeared under it as Torkon tugged it down over her hips. Findly, he wrapped a
ydlow shipuntathreetimes around her waist in the traditiona fashion, tucking and pulling the tail through
from top to bottom. Over it dl, they threaded her arms through the leather harness that would alow
Askinadon's ghastly servant bird, the giant takatak, to retrieve her at the altar and ddliver her to its master
on the summit of Kan Mountain.

Now fully dressed, the elders seated Adrellaand dlowed Katerato brush her long hair and lace it with
the smal, red blossoms of theliddavine. Katerawoveit ddicately through the long strands of her aster's
shiny, dark hair and gazed into her large, green eyes. She resisted the temptation to say goodbye. Adrella
didn't need afarewd| to remind her that she would not be returning. None of the maidens who were
Summoned each year returned. Kateratwisted the last flower into place and leaned back to admire her
sster'sbeauty. Adrdlas smooth, buttery skin and ddlicately chiseled features mirrored her own, though
the expression of resgnation and defeat did not.

"Youlook lovey," Katerawhispered, but the words felt empty, inadequate.

She wanted desperately to reassure Adrella, to give her hope, but the elders seized Adrellaunder her
arms and lifted her from the chair before she found the right words. Asthey sequestered her in the
adjoining room, they told Katera that isolation would preserve Adrdlas purity before the sacrifice that
evening. No eyes would be permitted to fall on the maiden and devour her beauty before then.

Asthe sun sank into the western Shirkas, the elders marched Adrella, whimpering before her family, into
the clearing in the forest where the altar at KopaNa An was tended. She was laid on her ssomach on the
long tablein front of it, the harness on her back exposed. A golden statue of aman in flowing robes
towered over her. She waited, shaking, on the table while the elders chanted their versesto dert the
takatak. Apart from the elders, families d one were alowed to witness the spectacle...and then, only as



long asthey heeded ingtructions to join the chanting. Katerawatched her mother and father, their faces
ashen, asthey mouthed in horror the words to beckon the beast that would approach and seize their
daughter.

The wind beet into her face asthe takatak approached with its black wings bent and pumping, itslong
shadow faling over the entire company. Dust and leaves swirled around her feet as the huge bird
descended upon Adrella, screeching through its crooked beak. Adrella cringed before the beast asiit
clinched itstalons onto the harness around her back. Then she rose within its grasp crying softly, her silky
hair reaching for the ground over bare arms. A cool, gusty wind whipped at her spulleraand sent it
thrashing around her legs.

Kateralistened to her mother's choking sobs as Adrellarose above the trees. They watched, unableto
look away, until the thick ashy clouds surrounding the summit of Kan Mountain salowed the dark
takatak and the small figure of Adrdlabeneath it. The final sacrifice was not for them to see, and like the
others before, it would remain amystery to the villagers of Parallon. Katera swallowed hard and
followed her parents home, numbly placing onefoot in front of the other. Her sster and only sibling, who
had held the most cherished part of her, was gone.

Chapter One
Two YearsLater

Theringing in Kateras ears grew louder, and she knew the V oice would soon break through. She pulled
the long, narrow Shal pacan wrap off her shoulders and cinched it around her head, but it didn't help. The
ringing wasingde, in her mind. She shook her head vigoroudly, hoping to spin off the whispersthat had
begun, but it was asif they were tethered to her thoughts, springing away and bouncing back again.

Katera, listen. The Voice was deep, urgent.
“No!"

The time draws near. You must prepare.
"Leavemedong”

You have been Summoned.

"No. I'm not going. | won't go."

| await you. You must obey.

Kateraflung her wrap to the ground and tore down the steep hill toward theriver, diding over the barren
spots where the soil was loose. Her silken waistband caught on the branch of abush and unraveled from
her waist as she continued her wild trgectory down the Sope.

Every year, severd of thevillage girlswere targeted, but never, in theten terrible years that Askindon
had ruled over her peoplein the village, had he targeted the same family twice. Two years after her Sster
had disappeared into the sky, the Summons had arrived for Katera. She had dared to believe thisfate
would escape her. She had dared to think that she'd been pardoned from this doom in exchange for the
sacrifice of her sger.

The news of Katerals Summonsrolled through Paralon like an aval anche from the surrounding Shirkas.
Her mother had lamented this second Summonsloudly, and her father, furious and still grieving theloss of



Adrela, had fought the eders asthey had restrained him from rushing up Kan Mountain to confront
Askinadon himsdf.

Katerarefused to subject her parents to another presentation at the atar. Perhaps even more, she
wanted to defy the god that had never appeared before her people, yet ruled them with the intensity of
onewho lived inside their minds and hearts, privy to every desire and weakness. She would not give
hersaf over so easily. Better to engineer her own demise, sending the message to Askinadon that not al
would obey him or his perverse Voice.

Katera. Cometo the altar.

At the bottom of the hill, she did down a short, muddy bank and plunged headlong into the raging river,
hoping to drown forever the V oice that was till hissing wordsinto her mind. Immediately, the current
swept her into the frothing center and sent her bobbing downstream toward the falls. 1t tugged at her fedt,
pulling her down, and it was dl she could do to keep her head above the water. Her raven dark hair,
which had been bundled behind her head, tore loose fromits clasp and flowed out in greeat lengths around
her.

Come to Kopa Na An tonight as the sun touches the edge of the western Shirkas.
"I'll diefirgt!" she shouted to the sky, and alowed the river to swell over her head.

She did not want to live another day if it meant surrendering to Askinadon. She felt herself pulled more
rapidly downstream toward the falls and a sure desth. Beyond the edge, the water plummeted five
hundred feet onto alarge pile of rocks, before cascading another hundred feet into adeep pool. Katera
did not struggle. It wasthe only way.

As sherounded abend in theriver, her head burst out of the water, and theroar of thefalsfilled her
ears. It would not be long now. She twisted her body around to see the edge where the path of water
disappeared. Ah, there it was. She wanted to seeit. She wanted to watch as she dipped over the side.
She would cry out her blasphemy then, at the last moment. She'd use the old language-the forbidden one.
Askinadon would be powerlessto slence her.

Akka Ya Askindon. Damn you, Askinadon.

He had never before been denied avirgin. It wastime. Timeto crack through hisfortress of uncontested
power. Time to demonstrate the force of awill other than his own.

The current released her feet, so sheturned on her ssomach and stretched out on top of the water,
bracing hersdlf for the dive.

Something snagged her foot. A violent yank stopped her dead in the middle of theriver, sending swells of
froth churning around her. She gasped and shook her foot furioudy, but whatever it was, it held her
unyielding. Then, it dowly turned her ankle, dragging her body onto its sde. In aseries of short, powerful
tugs, it jerked her against the current toward the riverbank.

Soon, she burst free from the ferocious tow in the middle of the river and sped toward the edge, where
her legs hit the muddy bank. The thing wrapped around her foot hauled her, diding, out of theriver and
up agentle dope. She cameto rest on alanding, her wet and muddy spulleraforced over her head.

She pried it off her face and peered at her foot. A rope, looped tightly around her ankle, led to alarge
hoshddl, afour-legged beast of burden, snorting about twenty feet away. Her eyesfollowed the rope up
the anima's shaggy, red body to aman frozen in the saddle and staring at her. Swiveling around in the



mud to Sit up, she pulled her spulleradown over her knees, confronted his gaze. ..and shuddered

Hewaswearing an ulli, the garment of the fearful Kastaks, minions of Askinadon who roamed
everywhere to perform the dark biddings of their master. The ulli, asingle, tight-fitting shiny slver uit,
shimmered upon him like oil on water. The deeveswerelong and extended over his hands, wrapping
around hisfingerslike gloves. His pants covered hislegs and formed snugly over hisfeet like silver boots.
Without a seam, button, tie, or fastener anywherein sght, it laid upon him like a coat of iridescent paint.
A red emblem marked the chest with a series of threeinterlocking circles. Hishair waslong,
wheat-colored and tied back off hisface. Hisfeatures were strong, and his blue-eyed stare unreenting.
Hateful servant of the dark one. Shedid not intend to submit and was about to curse him when he

spoke.
"Where did you think you were going?"

His face softened as he broke into agrin. The non-threatening tone of hisvoice startled her. She looked
a him more closdly. His eyes were sparkling with humor, even kindness. Her Lan MaKe, agift shed
inherited from her mother, glowed like an ember in her chest. Triggered in extreme circumstance usudly
by ahuman voice, her Lan MaKedlowed her to fed theintentions of others, be it warm and inviting or
dangerous and threstening. She knew the moment she heard his voice that he was not going to harm her.
Thisman could not have come from the cartel of Askinadon. Y et, he worethe ulli.

"Who areyou?' she asked.

Hislaugh startled her more than hisvoice. It was deep. ..and playful, an attitude nearly vanquished from
Pardlon.

"| asked you thefirst question,” he said, asif he were teasing.

She opened her mouth and was about to demand her release when the V oice dammed back into her
thoughts like a charging herd of rocsadons. She jammed both hands over her ears.

Katera. You dare defy the Great One.
"Ahh!" Katerawailed, boxing her ears.

For this, you shall suffer. Katera's head sumped between her knees. You will listen to my Voice as
it ringsin your head like one thousand screeching whistles. It will not end until you arrive at the
Kopa Na An and summon your takatak. Go now. The Voice echoed painfully.

"Nooo."

I will make you suffer, Katera. Every word unleashed an avalanche of daggersinside her skull. Katera
stumbled to her feet, her arms wrapped around her head. She started back in the direction of the
river...back to thefals, where she knew she could stop the pain, the suffering. . .forever.

"Stop!" she shouted, as the pitch and volume mounted. " Stop. Please stop.” She had managed a couple
awkward steps in the mud when the rope, still secured to her ankle, yanked her back to the ground.

Katera. Do not hesitate. The Voice had become so shrill that she felt her head would explode. You
may not hesitate. Run, run to the altar like the hoshdel, or you shall perishin great misery.

Katera struggled to release the lasso around her ankle, but panic had made matchsticks of her fingers,
and shefumbled likeasmdl child.



"Help me!" she screamed, but the silver man was dready edging forward on the hoshdd, coiling the rope.
When he reached her side, she looked up at him, her face wet with tears of pain and exasperation. "Help
me, please.”

Thelarge hoshdd knelt dowly in the mud beside her, the heeat faling off the anima'simmense belly and
bathing her initsmist. The silver man'slong arm reached out and hooked her around her waist. Plucking
her out of the mud, he dung her over the animd'swithers onto her somach in front of the saddle horn.
Before she could object, the hoshdel rose and was barreling out of the mud and into theforest at a
galop. Her heart thudded in fear as she redized the sllver man was heading the animd in the wrong
direction, away from theriver. Shetried to cry out again, but her voice faded into the noise of pounding
hooves. The man'sthigh wasinchesfrom her head, so she stretched her neck out and et her teeth sink
into the silver suiit.

The layer of suit wasthin, like asingle shaving from the ternok tree used for writing. Her teeth did not
puncture through it though, which was odd, since she felt the flesh beneeth it yield under her bite. The
slver man yelped, reined in the hoshdel and pried her loose, tossing her unceremonioudy onto the
ground.

Shelanded in the dirt on her back, the lasso till attached to her foot. She stared up at him, the Voice till
reverberating insde her head. He hopped off his hoshdd brandishing along, dender dagger. Katera
gulped and sat up, but he pushed her back to the ground, pinning her with one arm. With the other, he
brought the knife to her forehead, pressed the sharp tip into it and diced. A streak of warm red liquid
trickled between Kateras eyes just before she passed out.

Chapter Two

Katera's eyes opened dowly. She could see nothing in the blackness. She reached out and felt a pad
beneath her filled with something soft, like bird down. Shefdt around it. It waslaid out over ahard
surface. Was it rock? Stretching her arm out further, her hand hit awall, abumpy wall. Wassheina
cave?

Her forehead throbbed, and she remembered. Her hand flew to a small bandage over her forehead. The
slver man...he had cut her. What happened after that? Who had bandaged her?

She patted her hands over the rest of her head and body. Everything felt fine. Other than the cut, she was
not harmed. But why did he do it? Her Lan MaKe had glowed in safety around him. Could it be that her
gift had falled her?

She heard afaint scuffling in the darkness and froze. A dim light glowed in the distance. Someone was
coming. Sherolled off the pad and crawled on her hands and knees over the rock floor. Whoever it was
expected to find her on the pad. If she could find a placeto hide...a crevice, or maybe away ot...

Her head bumped lightly into another rock wall. She stood and felt her way down the length of it. The
light behind her grew brighter. She could hear footsteps. Franticaly, her handstraveled over the rough
stone surface, searching.

Too soon, the light rounded a corner and flooded the cavern. She spun around to face the intruder.
Under his chin, he held alanadik, the light-without-fire carried by the Kastaks. From the dark shadow
outlining hisface, she recognized the sllver man with the golden hair. She glanced around the room to get
her bearings. A large wooden table, rough-hewn, lay against the far wall. Another wooden structure
resembling achest lay next to it. More furniture lined the wall next to the pad on the floor. Someone lived
here. Her gaze turned back to the man behind the light.



"Well, | seeyou'reup,” he said. At the sound of hisvoice, her Lan MaKe erupted in ablaze of warmth.
No, sheredlized, as her tension dissolved, she need not fear this stranger in the ulli suit.

"Who are you?' she asked.

"The last time you asked me that question, you were writhing in the mud." He crossed the floor and stuck
the lanadik insde a sconce mounted on the cave wall. " Are you sure you want to ask again?' He laughed
and turned to her. In asoft voice, he added, " There were words screaming in your head, right?"

Katera nodded. She'd forgotten about the Voice. She hadn't heard it since she'd awakened ten minutes
ago. Again, she touched the bandage on her forehead.

"What...what happened?’
The slver man laughed. "That evil voice insde your head isgone. That's what happened.”
"How?| mean...who are you?"'

"Okay, that'sthe third time you've asked." He smiled. "1 guess you deserve an explanation. My name
is...wel, just call me Mikolen. | havelived in these cavesfor ten years."

"That's how long Askinadon has been on Kan Mountain. Y ou're not. ..you don't keep his company, do
you?"

Theamilefdl off hisface. "No, | do not."
"Y et, you wear the ulli.”

Mikolen pinched the deeve of the strange silver fabric. "The ulli. Y es, that's what your people cal our lab
suit. | wear the ulli, because | hail from the same place as Askinadon, but | do not...keep his company.”
Mikolen dropped his hand, paused. "Why were you headed down river?| didn't see you struggling to get

"I did not want to leave theriver. | wanted to go over the edge.”
"Toyour death.”

He stated this asif Katerawas not aware. "Yes."

"Why?

He crossed hisarms and looked at her with his head cocked. A strand of his golden hair escaped from
the tie behind his head and fell loosealy over his shoulder. She wondered, briefly, what he looked like with
his hair down.

"Because | had been Chosen.” Kateralifted her chin. "And | would rather die than go to Askinadon.”
"Ah." Mikolen nodded. " One of the Chosen. Lucky you."
Kateraleveled her eyesat him. "My sster was Chosen, dso.”

"Y our sster, too? Redlly?' He sounded surprised. "That'sanew one. Two virgins from the same family."
His eyes swept over Katera's body outlined inside her clothes, and settled on her eyes. Her face grew
hot.



"Askinadonisagreedy rat," he declared.

A greedy rat? How did this strange man get away with this blasphemy? And what did he mean, asyou
call him? What did he cdl him? One did not deviate from thetitlesthat Askinadon gave himsdf and his
servants. Did this man not fear the wrath of Askinadon? Did not the V oice scream vengeance insde his
head? She had chosen to die, but why was he willing to risk everything?

Then she remembered: the V oice was gone from her head forever. Could that be true? Was he free from
the Voice, aswell? She fingered her bandage tentatively.

"How doesthat fed?' he asked.
"Alright." She dropped her hand. "Why did you cut me?’

"To remove something,” he said, digging into apocket in hisulli. "To get thisout of your head.” He pulled
his hand up and held out asmadll, thin, flesh colored disc.

"That wasin my head?' Katera peered &t it.

Mikolen nodded. "Thisisthe Voice. When thisis gone from your heed, the V oice can no longer speak
inddeyou.”

Katerawas sunned. The Voicelived indgde the will of Askinadon, awill powerful enough to enter into
the minds and thoughts of her people, did it not? How could that big booming Voice with al its power fit
ingdethat inggnificant little round thing?

"Askinadonisagod,” she sad, disbelieving. "Herules over us, aswell asthe Kastaks, the rocsadons, the
takataks...dl the beasts of the redlm. He resides on the summit of Kan Mountain and sees everything.
Hedoesnoat liveinthat littlething." She pointed &t it. "Askinadon isal powerful.”

Mikolen threw back his head and laughed. Katerawaited, surprised...and more than alittle embarrassed
as he paraded around the room, roaring happily. When his mirth had ebbed, he drew his head down and
spoke quietly, hiseyestwinkling.

"My dear girl, whoever you are...the power of Askinadon doesindeed liveinsde that little round thing. It
containsthe full extent of his power. With it, he controls his entire empire. When it is gone from your
head, he no longer has any power over you."

It must be true. Her head, though throbbing from the cut, had never felt quite so...light. Not sSince she
was sixteen years old, before that terrible day that Askinadon had announced his presence. Shefelt free,
freeto think...freeto wonder...

"Where did Askinadon come from?' she asked, her spirits soaring for the first timein many years. "Our
people...we used to be so happy. And then one day, he was just there. His kingdom ssmply appeared on
the summit of Kan Mountain. How did he get here? And what of the virginsthat he cdlsto him? What
happensto them? Do you know if they're dive?"

"Whoa, whoa." Mikolen held up both hands. "That'salot of asking. Were going to have to take thisone
guestion at atime." Hiseyestraveled over her clothes. "But firgt thingsfirdt. Y ou, dear lady, need abath.”

Hewasright. Her hair, her spullera, her panna, everything, was caked with dried mud, not to mention the
streaks of dried blood on her face.

"Doyou havea..."



"Placeto bathe?' hefinished. "Yes. And it'sready for you. Y ou can wash while | find you some clean
clothes. When you'efinished, well eat. Then you can ask your questions.”

Kaerafet awave of rdief surgethrough her. Her Lan MaKe was glowing like the moon initsfullness.
Thisslver man...Mikolen...he must be another god-a god opposed to the horrible Askinadon. A flicker
of hope sparked inside her. Maybe he held the power to fight and win against Askinadon.

Holding the lanadik, he led her through alow tunndl to another large cavern, dominated by anatura pool.
The room was very warm and humid. As he turned to light another lanadik on thewall, she noticed atrall
of steam rising from the pool and drifting toward several smdl sky holesin the chamber ceiling.

"A hot spring," Kateracried, elated.

"l hopeit'snot too hot," he said.

Katera stuck her hand in the water. It was quite toasty-just right.
"It fed swonderful," she said, feding shy. "Thank you...Mikolen."

Mikolen smiled warmly, obvioudy pleased. "Thereis ablanket over there." He pointed to abench. "You
can dry yoursalf when you're done." Heturned to leave, carrying hislanadik and heading toward the
tunnel. "I'll be back with clean clothes”

"Thanksagain!" shecdled, after him. Asan afterthought, she added, "My nameis Katera"

She thought she heard him chuckling as hisfootsteps faded away .

Chapter Three

Adrdlashifted Rorken to her other hip and leaned into the crank, drawing the pail of water initsfina
yard out of the well. Rorken, just fifteen months old, gurgled his pleasure asthe pail reached its summit.

"Wa," he said, reaching out hissmdl hand toward it. "Wawa."

"Yes, water, for your bath." Adrelatied off the line and lifted the pail off its hook, al the whilejuggling
Rorken around her bulging belly.

"Baabaa" helaughed. "Wowon tik baa."
"Y es, Rorken take a bath."

Adrdlacooed, kissing her baby lightly on the head. Swinging the pail to her sde, she hoisted Rorken
higher on her hip and lumbered off to her shelter, her swollen tummy leading the way. As she turned the
corner toward the harem's quarters and her hosta, a dome-shaped house of clay and sticks, she frozein
her tracks. A tall figure stood next to it dressed in an ulli. She spun awkwardly on her hedls and started
back around the corner, but it wastoo late.

"Adrdla" the Kastak called. Adrellaturned to face him, but did not approach. "Come here," he ordered.

Reluctantly, she moved toward him, swaying from side to Side over her enormousload of child, bucket,
and bdly. The Kastak drummed his fingers on his biston, the small device hooked to his bdt that
summoned the Voice. As he motioned to lift it, she picked up her gait, spilling agood portion of the
water as she wobbled toward him. When she reached him, she lowered the pail onto the ground and
wrapped both arms around Rorken. Carefully, she pinned her eyes on the Kastak's feet.



"What isyour bidding, Kastak Morchison, gregtness be yours?' she asked, addressing him in the manner
of respect that was demanded of Askinadon'swives.

Kastak Morchison curled hislip, sneering down at her from hislofty height of six-feet seven-inches. He
squinted with histiny, black eyes, which appeared as dark ditsin his puffy face. She knew that he hated
her and would have her balancing on top the terrifying post inside the rocsadons lair while the animas
raged around her, wereit not for Askinadon. Morchison had learned her opinion of him when she had
acted out her mockery in front of the other wives, laughing after hours when they thought the kingdom
dept, when they bdieved the Voice had retired for the night. She had taught the others to spesk fredly
about Askinadon and his horrid Kastaks in those twilight hours when they assumed no one waslistening.
But on this night the VVoice had not retired.

She had been imitating the walk and talk of Morchison, strutting with her chest held out, her chin high,
when the words crashed into her head. Adrella, you scorn the Kastak. Come at once to my palace.

The otherstrembled as Adrellamade her way out the door of her hostawhere they had dl gathered. She
walked down the dirt path, past the rocsadon's high stone corrals where long columns of mist propelled
into the air, and through the great gates into the courtyard of the palace. Askinadon was waiting for her,
histhick arms crossed over hischedt, hisulli gleaming in thelight of the lanadiks dotting thewadlls. She
lowered her head in front of him, aswas the custom.

"Y our bidding ismy only desire, God of Parallon and Husband of my Dreams, greatness be yours,” she
sad, mouthing the requisite words and managing, once again, to conceal her disdain.

"Look a me, Adrdla." Hisvoice was soft. Shelifted her head in practiced obedience and stared into the
cool, grey eyes of the man who tortured her daily with his perverted will. Hisface was pae and dry,
etched with lines that crisscrossed over the loose skin of his cheeks. His hair, sparsdly distributed, was
graying & thetemples. "Adrella. Dear, dear Adrella Y ou know the rules. No mockery of my Kastaks or
me...ever."

"My deepest gpology, Magter." Adrellaknew how to appease this monster. She needed to stay on his
good sidefor the sake of her child, for the sake of dl the children and their mothers. Y our great wisdom
is, asdways, received in humble gratitude." She curtsied to the ground, her hands crossed over her chest
insupplication.

It had worked. Askinadon released her back to her hostawith an admonition. Y et, when Morchison
learned of her ridicule of him, and astonishingly, her subsequent rel ease without asingle hour in the
rocsadon's den, he openly fumed.

"One of these days," he promised her, "I will lead you personally to the rocsadons. And when |
do...whenl do..."

Only Askinadon's merciless grip upon his Kastaks had kept the full effect of Morchison'swrath at bay.
That, however, did not prevent Morchison from deriding her at every opportunity. Even now, as she
Jjiggled Rorken in desperation to keep him quiet, the Kastak eyed her with undisguised contempt.

"So, great whore of Askinadon, why don't you hand over your little tot to me?' He asked, watching her
closdy. "I'd like to start training him. Eventudly, he's going to have to learn, so why don't we get started

ealy?'

The sneer on hisface grew into asickening grin, and Adrellas heart skipped a best. The threat wasred.
Only the sons of Askinadon were targeted for membership in thisbrutal band of dave-warriors, and
while their apprenticeship did not begin until the tender age of five, aKastak could request acharge



early. Adrelarotated her hip, moving it and Rorken away from Morchison.

"Great Kastak Morchison, why should you bother with an interest in me and mine? | am not fit to stand
beforeyouindl my humility.”

Morchison snorted happily, consoled for the moment. Y ou got thet right, whore."

Adrellalowered her head, hoping to appease him further. She heard him suck up hisord juices and spit
at her feet. She watched in disgust as afoamy gob plopped onto the dust and floated near her toes,
which were poking out the ends of her sandals.

"Go to Askinadon. He summons you to his chambers.”

Adrdlas eyeswidened. "But | am eight months pregnant, Kastak Morchison. Why would the Great
Master need to see me? | adready carry his seed.”

Morchison laughed at her displeasure. "Dunno. Probably wantsto try something new.”

Adrellaopened her mouth to speak, but decided againgt it. She would have to go to Askinadon. In that,
she had no choice. There was no sensein arguing with thisill-tempered Kastak who had little more
power to make an independent decision than she did. She curtsied before him.

"| shall take the child to the nursery and make hasteto my Magter'sside.”
"Go, whore. And have agrest night.”

Morchison swaggered away, sniggering loudly. Adrelasighed in resignation and marched off with
Rorken to the nursery, where Askinadon's newest wife, Shamana, abducted by the takatak last yesr,
was watching over severa harem babies. Shamanalooked up as Adrella entered the room, greeting her
with sad eyes.

"Hdlo, Adrdla"

Her voice had become cheerless these past months, undoubtedly due to the hideous monotony of
relentlessyielding. Poor thing. She had just turned seventeen when sheld been stolen from the village.
Shamanawas small and had a baby face, making her appear even younger.

"Will you watch Rorken for me, Shamana? | have been summoned.”

Shamanals eyesfilled with alook of pity, but she said nothing. Sheflipped her long, thin hair behind her
shoulders, reached out, and lifted Rorken from Adrellas arms. She set him in alarge cradle with the
other babies.

"Thank-you," Adrdlawhispered.

Shamanaglanced at Adrelabefore turning her somber attention back to the babies. With one hand
affixed to the cradle, sherocked it iffly as her body moved back and forth, joined in the motion. Adrella
stole out the door and headed to the palace courtyard where Askinadon received hiswives. She dipped
through the towering gates, which had been left open for her, and spotted Askinadon pacing across the
yard. Thetal, rectangular castle loomed behind him with itsthree, red interlocking circles emblazoned
across the facade. Askinadon stopped as she drew near and looked her over. She thought she spied a
hint of anxiety flicker across hisface, but it was so quick she could not be sure.

"Hdlo, Adrdla" Heamiled.



"Hello, God of Parallon and Husband of my Heart. Greatness be yours." Adrellabent her head before
him as she spoke.

"Yes, yes" Heflapped his hand, dispensing with the formdlity. "'l have summoned you because...| need
toaskyou...uh..."

Thereit wasagain. Adrellaswallowed her surprise. Askinadon sounded. ..insecure, Could it be?
"Yes, Magter?'

Adrdlaknew he could not hear her thoughts while he was with her. How it was possible, she did not
understand. Y &, it wastrue. She had dipped more timesin her thinking while he had grunted over her in
his bed, moving her body to suit his pleasure, yet held never suspected her loathing. As she stood before
him with her head hung low, she struggled againgt an urge to sneer in the face of hisweakness.

"You have asigter, do you not?' he asked, gruffly.

Akka Ya. She had not expected this question. Why would he be asking after her sster? A wave of
nausearose to her throat.

"l do, Magter. Sheisvery disobedient,” she said, hoping to deter any interest he may be fostering toward
Katera. Askinadon was known for hisliking of women who acquiesced to hiswill with a show of
sycophantic pleasure. Perhaps, if she could convince him that Katera had arebellious nature. ..

"Sheis, isshe? Wdl, I'm sure you can teach her athing or two." Askinadon paused, then, ina
commanding voice, he announced, "'l want her for my next wife."

Adrella steadied her breath. "Have you not dready targeted my family for one Summons, Great Master?
Did you tell the people that only one virgin per family would be chosen? And why would you carefor a
disobedient one? There are so many others..."

"Not so many like you." Askinadon reached out to touch her hair.

With growing desperation, Adrellarisked gppearing insubordinate and raised her head to look himin the
eyes. "Great Madter, sheisnot likeme."

Askinadon dropped his hand, abruptly. "Get your eyes off my face, woman. Never look at me without
permisson...never."

A chill gripped Adrellas chest as her Lan MaKe froze within it. With her heart pounding, she cast her
eyesto the ground and lowered hersdlf, first on one knee and then the other, trembling under the strain of
her advanced pregnancy.

"Forgive me, Great One! | live only to serve you."
She heard Askinadon shift, but he did not move to strike her.

"That's better," he said, sounding soothed. "Y ou will assist mein getting whatever | want. And now, |
want your Sster herewith me. Y ou are not suitable for my chambersin your condition, but | think that
your sister will serve mewdl in your stead.” His voice betrayed hisenthusasm. "At least until after your
baby isborn." He paused. "Then you may both serve me.”

Adrdlla shuddered. There was no end to the greed of thisfiend. Askinadon waited, asif he expected her
to say something.



"May we both serve you to your heart's desire,” she said, choking on her words, but Askinadon seemed
not to notice.

"And you will bring her tome," he added.
Why did Askinadon need her help? Couldn't he use the V oice to summon Katera?

"Y ou, Master, may call anyoneto you. Y ou are omnipotent. Why do you want my help?| am
powerless."

Askinadon's brow furrowed, and he drew in a breath. " She does not heed the VVoice."
Impossible. "All must heed your Voice, Great One. How can thisbe?"
"She has...somehow...removed it."

The Voice can be removed? Astonishing. And Katera has doneit. Oh, Lupana. Goddess of the
Moon, Lupana of the old religion. Good News. Adrellatrembled with excitement. There was hope. If
the V oice could be removed, there was hope for al of them.

""She knows not what great charms she would learn in your bedchamber, Great One. If shedid, she
would beg to haveten Voicesin her head.”

"Yes, yes. Exactly.”

Askinadon sounded animated as he reached down to lift her back to her feet. Adrdlaalowed himto
draw her back up, averting her eyesfrom hisface.

"But what can | do, Master? | don't know where shewould hide."

"Y ou don't need to find her. You will let her find you."

"What do you mean?| do not think she will cometo Kan Mountain.”
"No, but shewould return to your village if she knew you were there.”

Adrdlawaited, her heart pounding. No wife ever had returned to the village after a Summons. Oh, to see
everyone, again. Mama...Papa. ..to show them Rorken. These were her heart's desires, but not at the
expense of her Sster's safety.

"Go on, please, Madter.”

"I'm sending you back to your village. | will turn the VVoice upon you &t al hours so that | may listen for
her. Y ou will request her presence with the horn when you arrive.”

The horn . Each family had its own and used a series of unique blaststo cal other family members
missing from thevillage, often after ahunt. Its piercing Sren was never ignored.

"When she shows hersdlf, you will persuade her to cometo me. Y ou will then summon atakatak for her.”
Askinadon eyed her belly. "Then you will return on ahoshdd, since the takatak harnessisn't going to fit
you. Now that | seeyou, | don't think a saddle will fit you either. No matter-you can ride bareback.”

Adrdlaclenched her fists. To betray her own sigter... oh, Lupana, please, no . She would have to think
of aplan...maybe on the way down the mountain...oh, if only Askinadon were not listening.



"Madter, | will do what you ask. | will take Rorken to the village and we..."
"Not Rorken." Askinadon interjected, loudly. ™Y ou will go done.”
Adrdlacaught her breath. "The child will be such a bother to the other wives."

"That is of no consequence,” he said, looking irritated. "Besides, Rorken isgoing to stay with me...inthe
cadle"

No, no, no. Adrdlacringed to think of it. Her baby, her soft boy...with thismongter. "Y ou have nothing
to worry about,” he continued. "Unless..."

"Master?'

"Unlessyour sster or you do not return within three days. If | am missing either one of you..." Hisvoice
turned sour and menacing. Adrellas chest iced over, and with adeadly certainty, she knew his next
words. "Then Rorken will die

If he had taken aknife and wedged it into her heart, it would have felt the same. What manner of choices
were these? If she saved her sigter...if that were even possible, she would lose her son. And if she
helped to lure her sister into Askinadon's castle on the mountain, Katerawould be doomed to alife of
ruthless submission, in and out of the roya bedchamber.

| cannot win...Lupana , save me.

"You will leavein themorning for your village. Rorken has been disposed to the inner castlewith a
nursemaid where | will keep him close to me. Do you understand your mission?”

"Yes, Magter," Adrellasaid, squeezing back thetears. "It shdl be as you command.”
"Good." Askinadon nodded. "Y ou may go."

Adrdlacurtsed low, backed away from Askinadon, and headed down the path toward her hosta, the
tearsflowing fredy down her cheeks.

Chapter Four

Good God, she's gorgeous, Mike Leno thought, smiling as he rummaged in alarge wooden box for an
extraulli. Even plastered with mud, her beauty was apparent. It had been years since held spent any time
with awoman, let aone one of such gpped. He fdt astrong stirring...but no, he would not pursueit. No
distractions . That was his credo. Especidly now, when he was so close. Finally, the project was dmost
finished, the project hed worked on, aone, for ten long years. Nothing must deter him.

He would feed the woman...what was her name? Katera... a fitting name for such a beauty . He
shook his head to dispel the thought. Business only, he warned himsdif.

Once sheld rested and her clothes were clean and dry, he would rel ease her. She could go anywhere she
liked now that the disc, or the VisOrb asit had been caled at Tescdi Laboratory, was gone from her
head. He would tell her to leave Paralon and go to aregion not controlled by Askinadon.

She could make her way in anew land. There were many opportunities on her planet-it was much bigger
than her people suspected. Even localy, there were hundreds of villages like hers dotting the plains and
hills beyond the ShirkaMountains. He would lead her out of Parallon himsdlf, making sure she madeiit
over the mountains. Then hewould return to Kan Mountain and the secret network of caves benesth it



that he called home, and he would finish hiswork.

Hefished out aclean ulli and headed back toward the hot spring. As he entered the tunnel and neared
the room, he stopped.

"Areyou inthewater yet?' he cdled.

"I'min," camethe soft reply.

"Isit okay to comein and drop aclean ulli on the bench?’
"Anulli?' She sounded incredulous.

"Yeah," hesad. "It'sgreat. It will adjust to your size, and it's environmentally controlled. Wheniit's hot,
the suit will keep you cool, and when it's cold, you'll be very comfortableinit.”

"Anulli," shebreathed. "Okay, you can comein.”

Mike skirted across the floor to the bench where he draped the ulli next to the blanket. "It's easy to put
on. Itll stretch in whatever direction you pull it, and it sngpsinto place when you let go. Therearenoties
or fagteners. And if you need to dry your hair, stand near the tunnel at the other end of the pool. There's
awarm wind gusting throughit."

“Thank-you."

As heturned around, his eyes caught an unexpected view of her naked backside under the water. The
sght of her pale skin glowing in the pool made him fed rubbery insde, and he hastened out of the room
without spesking to her again. No distractions.

He busied himsdlf for the next haf-hour with mea preparations. Y esterday, he had skinned and gutted a
large kiddik, the meaty mountain elk that grazed in abundance on the green pastures of the meadowsin
and surrounding the Tikon Forest near the caves. He dropped sections of the mest into the kettle dong
with sometasty roots and herbsto flavor the water, which had grown hot from the fire beneath. A natural
sky holein the roof of the cave provided ample ventilation. As he turned to scoop up another handful of
roots, something in the entryway caught hiseye.

Thewoman was standing there, holding alanadik and watching him. He turned to face her. Shewas
wearing the ulli, which hugged her form like alayer of slver skin. Shelooked stunning. In aheartbest, his
bresthing changed, and he struggled to steadly it. He had never seen an ulli on awoman with her
proportions and hadn't counted on his responseto it. Her breasts, small and round, jiggled dightly asshe
shifted her weight. Unable to help himsdlf, his eyes journeyed across her chest to her smdl walg, then
over her curving hipsto her shapely legs. Findly, hiseyesrested on thetiny silver boots that formed
around her feet.

"l seeitfits" he said, forcing his eyes back to her face. ™Y ou look nice, uh...l mean, without dl that

Hewas noticing her eyes. They were abluish-green like afine emerald from hisworld, and rimmed with
thick, dark lashes. Her hair, gleaming from her bath, fell in soft, wavy columns past her shoulders, the
ends curling around her elbows.

"Itfitsdright, but it'ssolight. | can't evenfed it. It fedslikeI'm..." A pink flush roseto her cheeks.

"Yeah, | know," he said, quickly. "It covers everything, though, so don't worry. Y ou'll get used to the



welghtlessness.” He smiled reassuringly. " The next time you try on your own clothes, you'l think you're
wearing asuit of armor.”

"Armor?' she asked.
"Uh, yeah. It's...very heavy."
"Oh," shesad.

Dear God. She looks so...vulnerable. Hefought an urge to wrap hisarms around her...to promise that
no harm would cometo her. Instead, he turned back toward the kettle, feigning interest in the broth and
hoping the impulse would pass. For the first time since held donned an ulli, he wished he were not
wesaring one. They weretoo revedling. Hefelt stirringsin hislower body and, in amoment of dread,
redized that his own form was changing inside his ulli. As soon as he could manage it, held escape the
room and dip on apair of regular pants.

"Areyou hungry?' he asked, trying to concentrate on the broth.

"Mm. Smdlswonderful,” she said, wiggling her nose. "Isthat kiddik slew?" She moved next to him and
peered into the pot. "Ah, tarolaroot, yummy."

Her arm brushed againgt his, and he fdt his pulse quicken. Good God, you'd think 1'd never stood next
to a woman.

"Yeah. Tarola. Growsdl over. In the meadow. Favorite food of the kiddik." Just great . Now I'm
talking in staccato. Helooked at her and grimaced. "How would you like to tir thisfor awhile? I'll be
right back."

Without waiting for an answer, he thrust the spoon into her hand and rushed toward the exit at afrenzied
clip. The moment he cleared the room, he leaned back against the tunndl wall and glanced down at his
body. Y ep, got out of therejust in time. Nothing like giving yourself away , he thought ruefully, ashe
fumbled through the dark tunnd without hislanadik, which held left behind.

He groped hisway into his degping chamber, lit thewall lanadik, and rummaged through awooden box
where he kept his meager supply of clothes. Guess I'll have to keep my ulli off aslong as hers stays
on , hethought, wishing now that he hadn't given her one. He located his cotton pants, the only pair he
owned on this planet; the same pair hed been wearing that day ten years ago when he was cast into this
srange world. He had sequestered off afew ullis from the lab soon after, retired his cotton pantsinto the
wooden box and had not worn them since. The ullis had served dl his needs superbly.....until now.

He pulled off hissuit, dipped on the old civilian pants and cinched up the belt. What do you know? They
still fit , hethought proudly. At thirty-six, he wasin the best shape he'd ever beenin. Probably from
chasing all those kiddiks , he thought, smiling as he donned the one shirt he had to go with the pants.
That and dodging Askinadon and all his so-called Kastaks.

Fedling appropriately concealed and more confident in his old pants, he grabbed another lanadik and
headed back to the kitchen. When he found Katera, she was ladling the meat and broth into two wooden
bowls sheld located on ashelf. She'd even spread a Sha pacan cloth over the crude table set out in the
middle of theroom. She looked up a him. Their eyes met, and he looked away, feding stunned al over
agan. God, what a beauty.

"Y ou sure disgppeared in ahurry,” she said, carrying the bowlsto the table.
"Yeah. Wdll, | had to...uh...get something.”



"Anather outfit?" she asked, eyeing hisclothes.
"Um, yeah." He did not elaborate.

"Okay." She sounded mildly confused. "Y ou have an interesting wardrobe. I've never seen anything like
what you're wearing. What is it made from?"

"Just cotton. Cotton pants and ashirt,” he mumbled, sitting down at the table.

Kateralooked at him curioudly as she set the bowls down and joined him on the opposite side. They ate
inslence, steding glances at each other and looking away when their eyes met. When they had finished,
Mike offered her some more, but she declined.

"Well then," he said, looking a abarrel on the floor next to the wall, "how about alittle of my own specid
brew?'

"Redly?What isit?'
"It'swine. | madeit from the fruit of the humme plant,” he said, moving toward the barrdl.
"The humme...oh, yes, asmall fruit. They grow in bunches. They're very sweet when they'reripe.”

"Right." He poured asample of thedrink into asmdl, clay mug. "It reminds me alot of the grape we have
back home."

Katerapaused. "Where ishome, Mikolen?'

Mike raised hishead to look at her. "Not in these caves, that's for sure," he said, avoiding the question.
He returned his attention to the wine, filled the second mug and carried both to the table, handing oneto
Katera. She held it under her nose and sniffed.

"Oh! That'sminola," she stated. "My father makesit, but he usesthe fruit of the peras. It'slikethe
humme plant, only much bigger and lighter inflavor.”

"Okay, minolathen." Mike raised hismug for atoast. Katerastared at his elevated arm with ablank
look. ™Y ou're supposed to tap your mug against mine, then one of us says something for good luck.”

Kateraraised her mug, her dark eyes glittering with amusement. Could she get any more appealing? If
only hedidn't need to get off this godforsaken planet; there might be something worth pursuing here, but
no. Mentaly, he pinched himsdf, remembering hismission.

"Something for good luck?" She repeated. " Okay, how about. .. may the towers of Askinadon crumble
into dust."

Y eah, sure, crumbling towers would work, but not before he'd finished with the project, of course.
"Hear, hear," hesaid, clinking hismug againgt hersand lifting it to hislips.
Kateratook a measured sip from her mug, while Mike downed along draft.

"Mm," she exclaimed, sounding surprised. "Thisis so sweet. And theflavor...much stronger than minola
It'sgood.”

"Thanks," Mike said, plunking hismug back on thetable. "I picked the fruit at itsripedt. . . after botrytis
had setin."



"Bo..trytis?"

"Y eah. It'sabenevolent form of agrey fungus. If you pick the fruit at the right time, and then exposeit to
drier conditions, it can produce avery concentrated, sweet wine."

Kaeraamiled gpprecidivedy. "My father would love thisminal...thiswine. I'd loveto bring him some.”

Mike grimaced. This could never happen. Her father would not taste it. Giving it to him would betray
Mike's presence here within the mountain. Katerawas the first person, ever, to know about his
hideaway. This knowledge must not go any further. It could ruin everything.

She must leave Parallon without any good-byes , he thought, feling desperate for both of them. If
she stayed, Don Askins, or Askinadon as hewas known in thisland, would find her again. After
reinserting another VisiOrb, there was no telling what he would do to her. Mike would apprise her of the
dangersfirst thing in the morning. Right now, held let her relax, enjoy herself. They had along ride ahead
of them through the Shirka Mountains, aweek'sworth at least, and she would need her strength. No
need to upset her just yet. And besides, he could not remember spending a more pleasurable evening.
Not even back in hisworld, where the women had been plentiful and willing. None, however, had rung
hisbells...certainly not like this one. No, there was no rush. He picked up hismug again.

"Another toagt," he said, lifting it high. "To the beautiful moon of your planet.”
Kateralooked puzzled. "What is a planet?’

Mike set his mug down. Even Astronomy 101 was too advanced for the age shelived in.
"It'sthe ground under your feet," hetold her.

"Why isit my planet? Why not yours?' Sharp questions from thisone. "Y ou're not from here. And neither
isAskinadon. Y ou both come from the same place, don't you?' She was studying him carefully now.
"Whereisthat place, Mikolen? Where are you from?"

"You'd never believeme," he said, pulling back.
"Please give meachance," shesad, straining toward him.

Mike sighed. Shelooked determined. If he had learned anything in hislife, it was never to thwart a
determined woman. And besides, if she were going to leave Paralon, sheld need to know what the
stakes were. She deserved to know. He drew in a deep breath and looked into her eyes.

"Okay," hesaid, "listen carefully. I'm going to tell you astory about a different time and place far
removed from thisone. And it's going to take awhile, so get comfortable.”

Clutching her mug to her chest, Kateraleaned back into her chair to listen.

"I'mall ears" shesaid.

Chapter Five

The morning was pale grey and the air brisk as Adrellastarted her journey to the bottom of Kan
Mountain. It was along way down, and the path was rocky and steep. Unable to balance properly
without a saddle, and with her huge stomach protruding in front of her, she bounced across the hoshddl's
broad back like an unwieldy ball. She rode an older mare named Chilika, who normally offered asmooth
ride. On this path, however, every leap over ditch or small boulder |eft her dipping off the sde or



worse-nearly up and over Chilika's bowed head. Shetried gripping the shaggy hair on theanima's
withersfor support, but it didn't help. In the end, she simply got off and walked, leading the beast with a
rope. It was dow going, but at least the ground felt steady under her feet.

She reached the base of the mountain before nightfall and climbed onto Chilikas back. The rest of the
trail would beflat. It wouldn't be long before she arrived at her village. In spite of the Sinister purpose
Askinadon had impaosed upon her visit, she couldn't help feding agrowing sense of jubilation at the
thought of seeing her parents, Moreeshaand Rinden, again. It had been two very long years since that
day the takatak had snatched her from the dtar at Kopa Na An. Her parents didn't even know if shewas
dill dive

She urged Chilikaforward, and the hoshdd lunged into a smooth-gaited run. She rode through the cool
forests dong the KdaRiver in the Tikon Forest while absorbing the remembered sights. The gushing
sounds of theriver, full from recent rains, comforted her, and the familiar scents of the forest withitstall
sheltering trees conjured up aflood of memories. She thought about her childhood when she and Katera
used to run barefoot over the thick mulch of the woodland floor next to thisvery river. She passed a
small pool where they had spent hot summer days wading and splashing each other, engaged in great
laughing contests with little more to tether them than the safety directives of their gentle parents. And over
there, she glanced at awide stump, was the place where Banken first kissed her. Dear, sweet

Banken.. .killed by Askinadon before he could clam Adrellafor hisown.

Asshedrew closer to the village, nostalgiaweighed heavy upon her heart. Would she ever know such
smple pleasures again? Would her son...her unborn child? Or were they doomed to alife of servitude,
attempting to placate an insatiable ego with the capacity to stedl the very privacy of their thoughts?

With anervoustwitch, she reminded hersdf that Askinadon might be listening to her thoughts at this very
moment, and with accomplished attention, she supplanted her thinking with happier visons of Rorken.
Experience had taught her that Askinadon did not listen fulltime-possibly not even half time, but there was
no point in getting careless. Especialy given the nature of her trip-he would surely be tuning in more
frequently.

The path through the forest opened up to an apine meadow. . .the meadow that used to be her home.
Clugters of hogtasfilled it end to end, especidly around the perimeter of Kala Lake. Hoshdels, milling
about in their corrds, were lowing softly to each other. Thin columns of smoke billowed up from stone
chimneys, and the aroma of burning chipil wood from newly stoked fires tweaked her nose. It was dmost
dark- tummieswould be full from meals of spit-roasted meats and seasoned broths. Across the meadow,
lightsflickered on insde the hostas as candles and hearths werelit in preparation for the night ahead.
Children would soon be tucked into their beds, their prayers heard, their foreheads kissed.

She sat quietly on Chilika, engrossed in every detail asthe sun dipped behind the Shirkas to the west,
and the shadows dissolved into the darkness. Suddenly, she was blinking at the night, surprised that she
could no longer see. With asense of urgency fueled by impatience, she leaned forward in the saddle and
the sure-footed hoshdd sprinted down the bank and into the meadow. She rode past the lake toward a
group of hostas on the southern end of the village. Along the way, severa heads poked outside front
windows and doorsto see her, and she heard afew fervent whispers.

"No, it couldn't be," said onewoman'svoice. "Areyou sureit isn't the Sster?”
"She'swhat?' asked another. "How far dlong?”’

AsAdrdlaneared the hosta of her parents and spied the familiar fenceringing it, her eyeswelled up.
Through the window within the firdlit room, she could see her mother's shape huddled over the hearth



prodding the flames, her profile glowing in the light. Adrella stopped in front of the window to watch her.
Mama's Shd pacan spullera spilled onto the floor in front of her as she stoked thefire.

Papa appeared, strolling across the room toward Mama. His beard seemed longer and histemples
grayer. Mamaturned around as he approached, and Adrella saw her eyes. Merciful Lupana , they
looked s0 sad. Mamalaid her head on Papal's shoulder and they stood quietly holding each other, asif
they had nothing else to do.

Adrdladid off Chilikaand tied the reinsto a post outside the window. She approached the front door
with her heart pounding, and knocked. A pause inside, and then she heard her father'sfootsteps. Asthe
door opened, she struggled to contain her excitement.

"What?' He peered at her. "Adrela?' Hiseyesgrew wide.
"Who isit, Rinden?' her mother asked from insde.

Papawas aring at her belly. "Well, it isn't Katera. She's not pregnant.” His voice sounded numb with
disbdlief.

By now, her mother had reached the door and was squeezing in front of Papa. Her hands flew to her
mouth when she saw Adrdlla

"Ohhhhh."
"Mama, it'sme," Adrdlasaid, moving closer asthe tears escaped.

"Oh, merciful Lupana, my girl," Mamacried, and swept Adrdlainto her arms, plastering her wet face
with kisses. "Adrella, Adrella," she repeated, her tears mingling with Adrdlas. She leaned back for a
moment and laughed, and then fell into the kisses once more. Then, she burst into tears again asif sheld
just begun. At last, her hand found Adrellas belly and the laughing resumed. Then Papamoved in. He
grasped her head in the crook of hisarm and kissed the top of it. His strong shoulders shook from hisdry
sobs as he held her. A few curious neighbors gathered around the doorway, staring a Adrellain sunned
dlence

"It's Adrdla. She'sback,” Mamaannounced in a proud tone as she sequestered Adrellaindoors. Y ou
can see her tomorrow.”

Papa shut the door behind them, and the three of them gawked happily at each other.
"Youredive," Papasad.

"l am dive, very much so. And so isthe baby insde me."

Papalaid hishand on her somach. "Askinadon?"' His voice sounded threatening.
Adrellanodded. Papas dark eyes sparked with fury. Adrellaspoke quickly.

"Papa, | have another child-ason, Rorken. He's fifteen months old already.”

Mamawrapped her arms back around Adrela "Two grandchildren, Adrella? What wonderful news.
Y ou bring us such happiness, doesn't she, Papa?’ Mamaturned to ook at Papa.

"Yes, yes," hesaid, but hiseyes|ooked troubled. "I'm afraid not al iswell here...l don't know how to tell



you this, but recently, Katera..."
"Yes, | know," Adrdlainterrupted. " She's missing. That'swhy I've come.”

Adrdlatook astep backward and looked at them both. They returned her gaze, inquiring with raised
brows and fearful looks, asking her what she knew, what she could tell them about their other daughter.

First | disappear, and then Katera, Adrdlathought, reading their anxiety. They're wondering if we're
going to disappear together thistime...and they will be right.

She wished with dl her heart that the news she was compelled to deliver, the news that would send them
into atailspin of grief and worry, would evaporate into a bad dream. She wished the V oice would speak
to her. She wanted to hear A skinadon announce that he had abandoned the project, that it was no longer
necessary for her to find Katera

And somewhere e se, deep in her soul, she wanted to embrace the joy of this reunion without distraction.
Likeasmdl child indulging in asimple pleasure, she wanted to root upon this spot forever, hugging
Mama and Papaand drowning hersdlf in their kisses.

However, no Voice interrupted her, and her parents were waiting, their expressions growing impatient.

"Mama, Papa,”" she began, but in the next breath, before she understood what was happening, something
splashed onto the floor at her feet.

She looked down. She was standing in a puddle of water. Mama gasped.
"Y our water broke. Y our baby..."
"It'stoo early," Adrdlasaid, gaping at thefloor.

"Y our trip down the mountain must have triggered it,” Mamasaid, placing her arm around Adrellas
shoulders and leading her to the bed. To Rinden, she cdled, "Bring me some clean blankets.”

"Oh, no," Adrellamoaned. She lowered herself to the bed, a sharp pain wracking her lower body.
"Mama..."

"It'sokay. You're home. I'll take care of you."

Adrdlasmiled a her mother, but as she lifted her legs onto the bed, another pain tore through her likea
tidal wave, peaking and crashing in her middle. She struggled not to cry out, but then another one came
upon the heds of thelast, and she heard hersdf scream. Mamawas taking rapidly now, hoping to calm
her, but Adrella couldn't understand the words through her pain...it sounded like gibberish. Asthe pain
subsided, Adrella placed her hand on her belly, felt it heave as her baby lurched inside. Then, new waves
of pain streaked through her center.

What was going on? Rorken's birth did not cause her so much pain, even at the end of her |abor. Why
did thisfed so different? A sense of dread, asif apredatory takatak were watching her, seeped into her
Qut.

Then, asquickly asit came, the pain ceased. Papa brought abow! of water and a cloth to Mama, who
wet it, wrung it out, and used it to wipe Adrdllas face and forehead. It felt cool on her hot cheeks.
Before Adrdllahad achance to thank her, another pain hit, this one harder than the others. She writhed
on the bed, too surprised to cry out. Mama chanted softly, trying to soothe, but her voice was trembling.

The pains came one on top of another for hours. Adrellas criesdiced into the night air with unrelenting



intengity. Mama peeled Adrdlas clothes off and massaged her body and aching muscles throughout the
ordedl. Findly, asthefirst rays of light filtered through the window, Adrdlabirthed a pale blue baby girl.
Theinfant did not move or cry out.

Moreesha swept up the tiny body and retreated, but before she could exit the room, Adrellacalled for
her infant. Biting her lip, Moreeshaturned around. She walked back to the bed and handed Adrellathe
lifelessbody. As Adrellacradled it in her arms, adrop of colostrum fell from an expectant breast onto the
unmoving lipsof theinfant.

A low, roiling sound welled up insde Adrellasthroat. Deep and involuntary, it carried grief amplified by
newly unleashed suppression. Sheraised her head asaroar grew within her and let it spill out,
unrestrained. Outside the open window, in the meadow, heads turned and voices hushed. She wailed,
uninterrupted, while Mama sat wringing her hands.

When she had spent hersdf, Adrellalowered her head and wept softly over her baby's head and the thin
coating of fine, dark hair. She wept, clutching the dead child and kissing the smdl, cold fingersand lips.
Findly, shefell back on the bed, exhausted and unable to weep any longer.

She fell adeep then, her head rolling off to one Side, her arms clasping the baby to her bosom. After a
time, Mamareached over, untangled the baby from Adrellas arms, and handed it to Papa. Sheinstructed
him to bury it in the Tikesh Fields next to the grave of her own mother, Londla

"So she can watch over the baby," she explained.

Papa nodded, wrapped the baby in a swaddling cloth and stepped outside to saddle up his hoshdel. He
|eft for the northern fidds, solemn and quiet as he clutched the tiny bundlein one arm. Mama pulled the
blanket over Adrella, smoothing it around her body. For afew moments, she checked her daughter's
breathing-soft and even for thefirgt time that night. Then, shelaid ahand upon Adrellas cheek, bowed
her head, and let her own tearsfdl slently into her lap.

Chapter Six

For thefirst timein adecade, Kateradid not want to stop dreaming. She'd been dreaming al night,
waking intermittently and faling back into delicious deep. No Voice lurked in the spidery recesses of her
mind, waiting to violate her sense of well-being. There were neither screeching takataks nor commanding
Kastaks wielding bistons and ill tempers. Askinadon and his dark servants were absent from these
dreams.

Instead, she dreamed of smple things made blissful by their nearly forgotten status. Her head felt
weightless and unburdened, asif abright light had turned on, dispelling dl dark things. Early in the night,
she dreamed of sharing secrets with her sister the way they used to share them-alone and in the forest
together. She could fed Adrdladsbreath in her ear asher Sster divulged theintimate details of aboy's
kiss...wasit Banken? Later, she dreamed about Keshun, the boy who had loved her before Askinadon
had him killed. She dreamed of Keshun's arms around her on that day he/d confessed hislove. It fdt asif
it was happening al over again...the long, lingering embrace mixed with dow words that Sighed with

yearning.

These intimate encounters from the days of old-the days before A skinadon-made up the stuff of her
dreamson this night. The small acts, the ones forever unobserved save by the participants, danced in and
out of her procession of images throughout the night. She felt asif the expression of her soul had
resurrected insde her dreaming like the rise of aglittering full moon.



And then, in her find dream of the night, her imagination legpt forward, out of the past. Shefound hersdlf
riding on the back of ahoshdd asthe anima |oped through Kiddik Meadow aongside the Hapa River in
the north. A man was sitting behind her, hisbody pressed againgt her back. Shefelt hisarms, warm from
the sun, reaching around her to grip the reins. His breath puffed against the side of her face, carrying the
sweet scent of minola. The sensations created from his nearnesstickled her and she laughed,
unrestrained. Ne Kamana Ya, shewhisperedin the old language. | could love you. She twisted around
to see him, but there was no one behind her. Then she heard his voice again, but it was coming from
somewhere dlse.

"Katera, wake up." Nik. Ya nik rastan...I don't want to. "We haveto get ready, Katera. We havea
long ride ahead of us.”

What? Katera opened her eyes and blinked into the dimly lit cavern. Mikolen was kneeling beside her.
"Helo," shesad, smiling.

"Hello." Hisvoice was soft. "1 have saddled and packed a hoshdd for each of us. We must egt and leave
right away. We've along way to go."

Katerasat up, surprised. "Where are we going?'

"Out of Paralon. To another village on the other side of the Shirkas. Well head north, first. It'sthe
quickest..."

"No." Katerawas now fully awake. "I'm not leaving Paralon.”

"Katera, you mudt. If you Stay, it'sjust amatter of time before Don. ..l mean Askinadon findsyou again.”
He calls him again by that other name , Kateraobserved. "And it will not go well for you when he
does," Mikolen finished, looking worried.

Katera stood up, stepped off the deeping pad, and walked to the opposite wall. She stood facing it for a
moment before turning back around. Mikolen had stood and was watching her.

"I'm not leaving Pardlon," she announced again, quietly.

Mikolen sghed, asif he were summoning the patience to argue with achild. "Last night...I thought |
explained it to you. Y ou can do nothing for your people. Y ou must save yourself. Do you want to return
to alife where your thoughts can be policed at any time? Where you must obey the commands of
someone you can't even see? Can you find happinessin alifelike that? When everyone around you is
just asmiserable?’

"No, | cannot find happinessin that life. But | would rather liveit for rest of my days-in misary if |
must-and stay with my family and my people. I'd rather do that than live in complete freedom with
srangers. Besdes," she said, lowering her voice, "you will help me free my people. Won't you? Y ou can
remove the Voice from their heads.” She touched her forehead. "Like you did for me."

Mikolen's head drooped. When he lifted it again, he looked exasperated.

"Do you redlize how impossible that would be? As soon as Askinadon got wind of it-and he'd get wind
of it red quick-he'd have his Kastaks and rocsadons and takataks swoop down into your village like ants
on syrup.”" Mikolen paused and crossed hisarms. "And, in aheartbest, he'd have new discsingalled in
the foreheads of every one of you."

Katera sat down in awooden chair against the cave wall and paused to think. She had learned last night



that Askinadon was not agod. He was merely a man-and a bad one at that-a murderer from Mikolen's
world. Mikolen had called thisworld Earth. Both men had come from Earth and arrived in Parallon by
way of aspecia device that had allowed them to disappear from one place and regppear in another. It
had been destroyed in a struggle that ensued after they arrived in Katerasworld. Kateradidn't
understand how any of it was possible, but shefelt certain she had heard the truth. Throughout histde,
her Lan MaKe had glowed like atorch. When she looked back at Mikolen, held cocked his head to
oneside as he studied her.

"Y ou know that each family in your village makes an annud pilgrimageto your dtar, right?" he asked.
"The...uh, Kopa...Kopa..."

"KopaNaAn," Katerafinished. "My people have used the dtar for centuries. Before Askinadon arrived,
we prayed there and | eft giftsfor Lupana, the Goddess of the Moon who reigns over us.”

"Yeah, KopaNaAn. That'sthe place," Mikolen said, nodding. "It isat the dtar that the Kastaks insert
the disc into your foreheads. It'sasmple, painless procedure. Not asingle drop of blood is shed. They
use asophigticated surgica instrument called an Insertech to imbed it.”

"l don't remember asurgic...sur...the Insertech thing. When our families were summoned to the dtars,
we chanted and paid tribute to Askinadon, then we received ablessing from him, with the Fortune
Maker. It'sthisgrey, oval thing about..." Kateraheld her hands afoot gpart. .. .thisbig, and it hasa
handle. The Kastak would place the end of it right here." Sheraised afinger to her forehead and froze.

Ma Lan Kena Lupana. Merciful Lupana. That'sit. Her hand fell from her face. Mikolen watched
her, grinning broadly.

"Y ep. And that's no Fortune Maker, at least not amaker of happy fortunes. The grey, ova thing asyou
describeit, isthe Insertech, the instrument that empowers Askinadon to be what heis. With it, heinserts
and activatesthe Voice, dong withitsliving hell, into your thoughts. He used it to insert adisc into the
heads of dl of you when he arrived from our world ten years ago.”

Hisworld, hed explained last night over their second glass of minola, was a planet-ahuge rock, like a
ball, floating in the vast ocean of space...just like her world. She'd asked him why they didn't fal off the
bottom and sides. He'd talked about aforce caled gravity. It was such amazing news and she'd done her
best to absorb it. Now, he was walking across the floor to her. He crouched in front of her chair.

"And sincethen,”" he continued, " Askinadon checksthe discs for accuracy once ayear, tunesthem
up...whatever they need. That'swhy he has you al make your so-called pilgrimageto the dtar.”

Katerawas dumbfounded. "But how doesthe...Insertech work? | mean, how do they get those discs
indde us? Wefdt nothing but apinch.”

A look of concentration settled over hisfeatures. HEd had the same ook last night while explaining the
concept of planets within solar systems and galaxies. Sheld felt ddicioudy safe as held wrestled with his
words, trying to make them clear. His patience had worn steady as shed rattled off amultitude of
questions. He was striking asimilar pose now, asif he was glancing up at an unseen tablet.
Thoughtful...and handsome, she redlized asthelight of thelanadik fell across hisface.

"Origindly, the Insertech was designed to perform surgeries,” he began, gesturing with hishands, "which
isaway of cutting into the body to fix something that's wrong inside. The Insertech allowsthe skinand
tissue to avert insult from theincison. It has afeature that alowsit to dice through tissue and preserve the
integrity of the exposed cells during the procedure. When the surgery is completed, it dides everything
back intoitsorigind position. The tissue has no memory of ever being cut, so it reattachesitsdlf, and



presto! No marks, no nothing." Mikolen lowered his hands. "That's the smple explanation.”
Kateragave him ablank look. "Y ou mean that Insertech was cutting open our heads?”'

"Inaway, yes. Then, aVisOrb-that's the disc-was inserted through a smal opening on the end of the
Insertech.”

"Y ou used this...VisOrb on your planet?'

"Yes, but for adifferent purpose. We used it on patients demonstrating symptoms of dementia or
Alzhemers™

"What isthat?" she asked.

"It'susually an old person's disease. They become very forgetful. They can forget the smplest
things...like how tolift afork or dressthemsdlves.”

"Oh, yes. My aunt Tashabecame that way before she died,” Katera said, remembering. "After awhile
shedidn't know us anymore-she didn't know anybody. She could not even remember how to lift hersalf
onto ahoshde, and she'd been aprizerider.”

"Exactly," Mikolen said. "On our planet the VisiOrb was used to guide these people through the smple
actionsof daily living, like eating and using the trangport system. One attendant was able to monitor three
or four patients from aremote ste and direct them through their days. It enabled them to have acertain
measure of independent living before the final stages of memory loss set in, when they became incapable
of processing even smpledirections.”

"l see" Katerasaid, quietly. "So the disc, the VisOrb, was agood thing in your world.”

"It'smerely athing in any world. In mine, it was used well. Until Don...Askinadon got ahold of it inthis
world."

"Why do you keep caling him Don?" she asked, shelving other questions about the Vis Orb.
"Because hisnameis Don. Don Askins."
Katerafrowned. "Why did he change his name?"

"For your people...because dl of the maesin your culture have anamethat endsin o-n, or e-n, or i-n.
Something with 'n’. The femaesall have namesthat end with 'a, asyou know. I'm surehe used it to
assis himin creating anew personafor your people...agod-like persona.”

Katera paused, wondering. "Then isyour nameredly Mikolen?"

Mikolen smiled sheepishly. "No. | did the same thing, but for adifferent reason. | am no god any more
than Don Askins, but | wanted to give you aname you could relate to.”

Kateraraised an eyebrow. "So, your red name?’

"It'sMike. Mike Leno. On my world, we have two names instead of one, like your people. Don and
Askins. Mike and Leno. So, | just mixed up my name to come up with anew one.”

"Shall | call you...?"

"No, cal meMikolen. It'sfine." He smiled. She wanted to reach out, touch him. He stood up and took a



deep breath. "Katera, please, " he said, and hesitated. He looked at his hands, looked at her. "I know
how you fed about your family, but we can do nothing for them or anyone esein Pardlon. Won't you let
me guide you through the Shirkas to anew home? Maybe, some day you can return...who knows?"

Katera stood up quickly and moved around him, asif he werein her way. She strode to the exit and
turned to face him again, hands on hips.

"| told you. No," she said, firmly. " ou don't have to help me, but I'm staying in Parallon.” She dropped
her handsto her sdes. "Don't worry," she added, lowering her voice. "'l won't tell anyone about you."

Sheknew from their conversations that Askinadon hadn't the dightest notion that Mikolen lived inthis
dark, subterranean world within the mountain. He was not even aware that Mikolen existed on the
planet, believing instead that held been killed in the first hour after they'd materidized on the summit. This
alowed Mikolen to dip insde Askinadon's castle undetected in the darkness, when few Kastaks were
on hand to watch the numerous gates and doors. In those stolen moments, he would sequester whatever
he needed for his project-a specia project with a purpose he'd guardedly kept from her, but Katera
knew from listening thet it held high hopes for him. Probably, she mused sadly, he was building away to
escape and return to his home on that planet...Earth.

"l promise. | won't tell anyone that you're here," she repeated.

Mikolen shook hishead from sdeto side. ™Y ou won't have to tell anyone. Assoon asanew VisOrbis
inserted in your head, al you need to do isthink it, and therelll be a horde of rocsadon's charging through
that thin layer of brush shidding the front entrance of these caves.

Kateragulped. If Askinadon learned that Mikolen lived and worked within the mountain beneath his
castle, hewould destroy him. More importantly, she sensed that Mikolen had a chanceto return to his
home, the one he ached for, and she did not want to ruin it for him. She wanted to see him succeed, even
if it meant that he must leave Pardlon for hisown world.

"What would you have me do?" she asked.

Mikolen stared at her. Then he bowed his head and walked to the opposite wall. When he turned
around, he had a preoccupied look in his eyes asthey surfed some unknown horizon. He lowered his
head again and paced the floor, crossing from wall to wall as her impatience grew. Findly, he halted and
turned to her with an open mouth.

"It might work. Maybe...I think | have thetools."
"What isit?'

"The VisOrb-I think | can modify it. | Smply need to subgtitute the signdsto the VisOrb for the
electrica impulsesto and from the brain. | can redirect them from the piezodectric crystasinthe Orb to
aconverter that will mimic the neurotransmittersin the brain...yes, | believeit can work."

Katerahad no ideawhat he was talking about, but felt her hopeslift. In al likelihood, the salvation of her
people rode dimly upon this dubiousinspiration, but she could not resist grasping hope.

"What can you do?"' she asked, excitedly.

Mikolen rushed to her and grabbed both shoulders. "I think | can create the V oice outside of the head.
Tofool Askinadon. Y ou can listen to the V oice through an earpiece outside of your head and respond to
it using amicrophone-you know, with your voice instead of your thoughts. Askinadon won't know the
difference”



Kateralet thissink in."Youmean | cantell himwhat | want him to think I'm thinking?*
"Exatly."
Katerainhaed sharply. "Can you make onefor al my people?"

Mikolen dropped hishands. "No, Katera. | can only make one. | have the materiasto create one,
maybe two at the most. | will usethe VisOrb that | cut from your head and convert it. Perhaps, | can
convert it into two sets. That'sthe best | can do. But it will alow you to escape the thought police.”

Kateradrew in adeep breath. It was the best chance she had to save hersalf and her sister. Maybe she
could even infiltrate Askinadon's camp.

"Yes, doit Mikolen...please”

"l will. Yes, | will." He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward a connecting tunnel near the cavern's
entry. "You can assst mein my lab. It'salittle ways down thistunnd,” he said, asthey ducked into it.

Kateras heart vaulted in a series of legps, but she couldn't be sureiif it was Mikolen's grand idea that
thrilled her, or thewarm touch of hisfingersintertwined with hers.

Chapter Seven

Kastak Morchison did the bolt from the heavy gate that led into the corrals housing the rocsadons, the
fiendish dragon-pets of Askinadon. He dreaded the assignment ahead, though it was supposedly an
honor to perform it. Askinadon had given the order to him personally, not through the VisOrb. To defy
such an order was an invitation to torture, perhaps even death, though it wasrare for Askinadon to kill a
Kastak.

Long, intense indoctrination and training marked the creation of this pseudo-€elite corps, and at only
thirty-one strong, they were too few in number for Askinadon to eiminate any of them without a cause
for concern. Still, al were well acquainted with the wrath of Askinadon. On severa occasions, when
goods or materids turned up missing, such aslab equipment, ullis, even food, they were collectively
tortured, even after the VisiOrbs had cleared every one of them.

Wearing ascowl, Morchison shoved the gate open severd feet and poked his head through it to the large
holding area on the other sde. Severa chained animdslifted their massve heads and eyed him. He
struggled to keep his breathing dow and even. He knew how well these beasts could smell fear...rumor
had it they could detect your sweset half amile away. Hewiped hisbrow. It was said they could fed your
heart pounding through their feet as the vibrations traveled from your body across the ground.

Not that they could harm him now, he reassured himself, closing the gate while surveying the thick chains
and short leads that wrapped from gigantic posts to equally formidable legs. Morchison waved to Kastak
Timoton, who had just finished tethering arocsadon. Timoton swiped an am over aswesat-drenched
brow and waved back, wearing alook of exhaustion. Timoton appeared more than ready to relinquish
the arena. Before he could escape, Morchison called to him.

"I need you to spot for me."
Timoton dowed-gave Morchison apained look. "Which one?
"Gorgeron.”

Timoton stiffened. "Gorgeron?' His voice had risen an octave. "Crap, | don't know..."



"Askinadon'sorders," camethe quick reply.

No way did Morchison intend to handle this monstrous aphamale by himsdf. Timoton didn't haveto
know the job had been entrusted to Morchison aone. Timoton's shoulders dumped, but he nodded and
retrieved histiket, thelong pole with fine clawsfor gripping and maneuvering the locks and chainsaround
theanimds feet.

"Who's on the menu?' Timoton asked, as he trudged back toward Morchison.
"Don't know, but | don't think it's arandom pick. Askinadon seemed very...intent."
"Thisonesnot for sport, then?"

"No, | don't think he'strying to terrorize the whole village thistime. He'stargeting asingleindividua .
Morchison released a piece of torn fabric that hung from his belt. "Here's the scrap with the victim's
scent. It'saready been fixed."

“Didyou doit?"

"Y eah. Used extra suderik, too. Enough to get him down the mountain to the village and back up again.
It's also impregnated with the scent of agoat that well drag into the corral to get Gorgeron back up here.
| needed the extra suderik to hold the two scents.”

"Extrasuderik?" A look of fear flashed across Timoton'sface. "Asif it isn't bad enough fixing the
deadliest rocsadon in the corrd, but to add more suderik?"

He shook his head, looking dismayed. Morchison understood. Suderik, anatural secretion produced
within the olfactory system of the animal, created the unfaltering focus of arocsadon to destroy a specific
prey animal with sngle-minded ferocity-to the excluson of al other prey. Suderik wasthe catalyst behind
the crazed predatory behavior of the rocsadons. They were milked for it in order to redirect their
behaviorstoward sdected individuals. Small vids of the stinky substance were kept in the [ab for this
purpose and mixed with the scent of the chosen victim.

"Well, whoever wore this garment will be dead before nightfdl...that'safact,” Morchison sad,
positioning himsdf in front of Gorgeron.

Timoton approached the beast from behind with the tiket. Morchison stood with hisfeet splayed, ready
to drop thefixing cloth from atiket in one hand, while gripping a set of ripping tailsin the other.
Gorgeron, who had been dumbering between his pogts, rolled up onto his knees and snorted in
anticipation. His back, adate gray mountain of hard flesh, swayed as he lifted his massive head, perched
like aunweildy anchor at the end of along neck.

"Up, Gorgeron!" Morchison yelled, and cast theripping tailsinto the air, allowing the needle sharp tacks
to whistle past the beast's nose.

A low growl of protest rumbled from Gorgeron'sthroat, but he shifted hisweight over hisfront legs,
hoisting his tonnage forward. When his back legs escaped and sprang free, he pushed his chest up over
hisfront legs, grunting. Then he stretched his neck up, up, until it reached itsfull height twenty feet over
the ground. Morchison swallowed hard as he stepped back out of range.

"Head down!" he commanded.

Gorgeron lowered his neck to the ground, gnashing hislong teeth at Morchison, who whipped thetails
past his nose again for good measure. Then Morchison raised histiket, preparing to drop the fixing cloth.



Thetiming for thisexercise was critical, and amistake could cost the handler dearly.

"Becareful,” Timoton warned. "I'll let you know when thelast chain isreleased. Wait until | shout ' now .
Don't wait asingle second after | shout. Remember what happened to Kastak Stanson two years
ago...hethrew the cloth too late.”

"Yeah, | wasthere. | saw the rocsadon fix on him instead.”
"Redlly? | heard the rocsadon ignored the cloth. ..advanced on the poor chump.”

"Y ep. Stanson lashed theripping tailsinto itsface; atack even lodged in the anima's eye and ripped it,
but it didn't make any difference.”

A reverent slence fdl between them as Timoton fumbled with the last lock and chain. Visons of Stanson
ingde the rocsadon's mouth head first, hislegsjutting from the jaws and dicing the air like scissors,
played through Morchison's mind asthe last lock fell open.

"Now!" Timoton shouted.

Morchison lowered the tiket toward Gorgeron's prostrated head as the animal snorted in anticipation.
The cloth fell over hiswide nogtrils. Gorgeron bellowed painfully and shook his head, sending the cloth
drifting to the ground in front of him. There he plunged his head into it, thumping and rubbing hisnose
over it asthe muscles dong the length of him twitched and tensed. Morchison lifted theripping tails over
Gorgeron's head.

"Go!" he shouted, and lashed the tailsinto the air. They whistled, singing the air just inches from the great
beast's head, and till he thrashed his noseinto the cloth asif nothing e se existed. "Go!" Morchison
commanded again, allowing the ripping tailsto tear agash in the side of the rocsadon's head.

Gogeron blinked, shook his head, and stretched his neck up and out. He opened hisjawswide and
inhaled, then blew out along and haunting cry. It resounded over the high walls of the corral and sent an
ominouswarning to dl on the other sde.

Good, the hunting call. He was ready. Morchison nodded to Timoton, who removed the bolt and pushed
the gate wide open. Huffing wildly, Gorgeron dashed for the opening with the explosive force of a
volcano. As he disappeared through it, Timoton screamed into a megaphone.

"Rocsadon coming through!™

A thick, dark cloud of dust churned behind Gorgeron as he thundered past rows of hostas bordering a
trail down the mountain that had suddenly been rendered empty. Morchison sighed heavily, returned the
tiket to its sheath, and motioned Timoton to follow him out of the corra. 1t would be eight hours before
Gorgeron returned, and Askinadon was busy in his bedchamber. Hed delivered the new wife, Shamana,
to the horny old goat himsalf. Morchison had two good hours of precious time without |abor or duty or
that damned Voiceinsde his head.

He'd use the time to dream about unleashing arocsadon on Askinadon and eiminating the jerk. Hed
love to do more than merely dream about it.. .if another Kastak hadn't dready tried it and failed.
Askinadon alone kept weapons powerful enough to destroy arocsadon. He had put one of the monsters
down asit had charged toward him afew years ago. Then hed undertaken an intense investigation using
the Vis Orbsto read the thoughts of every Kastak. The renegade Kastak had findly reveded himsalf
and, after severa long days and nights, had succumbed to histortures. Nope, no one had tried it since.
But he could dream-yes, he could.



Chapter Eight

With her heart breaking, Adrelakissed her father on both cheeks and held her mother in atight embrace
before stepping back to look at them. Her mother's face had turned a splotchy red, though the morning
was cool and breezy. Adrelladrew in aquaking breath that threatened to shatter her frail composure, but
at thelast moment managed to press her lipstogether and smile. Mamawas wringing her hands and
looking strained. Papa cleared histhroat and looked at hisfeet.

"Maybeit would be easier if..." he mumbled.
"l should go," Adrellainterrupted.

"Yes," hesaid, and looked &t her. "Go north, Adrella. Katerais not in the southern territories, or she
would have heard the horn and come home. Our horn does not reach the northern region of the Tikon
Forest." Papaturned to Chilika, Adrella's hoshddl, and stuffed the family horn into a saddlebag draped
over the animal’s back. " She must be in the north, and if you leave now you'l be able to reach Kiddik
Meadow in three and ahaf hours. Y ou can blow the horn in the place where the woods lead into the
meadow. The blast should reach dl the territory leading up to the Shirkas. If Katerais anywhere around
there, shewill heer it."

Papa cinched up the saddlebag and turned to Adrella. She nodded sadly, hearing his unspoken words. If
Kateraisanywhere at all, if sheis till alive.. .that's what you mean, isn't it?

They had spent the last two days sounding the horn with the unique series of blasts devised to summon
members of her family from a distance-one long toot, three short, and another long. First Papa, then
Mama had blown the instrument for hours. They would not giveit to Adrdla, who was still wesk after
losing her baby. Though Askinadon had awarded her one extra day to recover, she had not regained her
full grength.

Katera had not responded to the summons, which could only mean that she was either out of range, logt,
or...Adrdladid not want to dwell on other possibilities. Katerawas out there, and Adrellawas going to
find her. She had mixed fedlings about luring her sister with the horn. She wanted to see Kateraand
know that shewasdl right, but it felt like abetrayd. She'd never before displayed didoyalty to any
Pardlonian, let done her sdter.

She had explained to Mama and Papathat Askinadon held Rorken hostage, and while they had
proffered their understanding and support, the deception she must ingtigate to find her Sister haunted her.
Would Katera appreciate her fierce desire, her need, to protect her child aswell as Mama and Papa?
Would she bewilling to aid her nephew, to keep him from peril? Mama had told Adrellathat she had no
choice-she could not endanger Rorken. Then, naively, she had added that she and Katerawould be
together on the mountain-and wasn't that agood thing?

"Y ou can watch each other's children grow up,” Mamahad said, with awan smile. "Won' that be nice?"

Adrdladid not tell her mother about the long hours of hard labor forced on the wives. She did not tell her
about the bullying Kastaks, or mention the dreadful hoursin Askinadon's bed. Nor did shetell about the
omnipresent Voice that badgered them much more than anyone in the village could imagine. She did not
describe the horrid corral ...oh. That awful pole inside the dirty pen of the rocsadons. No, there was no
point in inflating the acute anxiety that her parents were aready feding.

Last night, Askinadon had given the order to leave in the morning and look for Katera. You must find
your sister quickly and bring her to me, he commanded. You have two days to accomplish this. For



the sake of your son, do not fail in this mission.

Adrellaaccepted the reins from Papaand alowed him to hoist her into the saddle that he'd provided.
She settled into the comfortable seat and looked at her parents for what might be, sheredized with a
heavy heart, thelast time.

"Thank you, Mama...Papa. Someday..."

"Someday we will see you, your sister, and your children, too," Papasaid, trying to sound cheerful. He
turned to hiswife. "Right, Moreesha?'

Mama amiled, and Adrellanodded, hoping her angst didn't show. Not wishing to prolong the agony any
further, she urged Chilikaforward. The anima broke into an eager trot before Adrellareined her to a
brisk walk. She peered back over her shoulder to see Mamaleaning into Papa's shoulder as he placed
hisarm around her. They looked frightened. Adrellaswallowed, waved and turned her attention toward
the path ahead.

Shewasin no hurry to leave. Not this meadow-this place of happy memories. The meadow was at least
seven mileslong, and her parent's hostawas located on the southern end. 1t would take a couple hours
before she cleared it. She rode for about a mile and neared the Kala River. As Chilika plodded aong,
Adrédlalooked from side to side, greeting her old neighbors as they strolled toward the path to see her
off. From their solemn faces, Adrellaknew the rumors generated from her cries of the night before last
had reached their hostas.

The morning air was crisp, and the sun sparkled as it climbed into the sky over Kan Mountain.
Everywhere, asthe dawn emerged, villagers arose and assumed the routines that had sustained them for
many generations of fathers and sons, mothers and daughters. She watched an old friend, Mashtun, as he
led the family hoshdd sto the feeding troughs. Hiswife, Likera, was hacking at the ground alongside their
hosta with a horn-shaped tool, abag of seed by her side. They both stopped to watch her pass.

Further down the path she spied Pantera, the youngest child of Mankin and Rokana, as she prepared a
Shdpacafor shearing, brushing the long, dense hair of the animal with the spiky bristles of the Chipinet
plant. Panteralooked up as she rode by the corral and waved. Adrellawaved, struggling to hold back
the tears.

For them, it wasamorning like any other; full of the usua chores and animals and gardens. For her, it
was like moving through a sweet dream that was dipping away. Soon, too soon, she would leave the
peace of the village and return to her hellish life with Askinadon and his many unhappy wives. If it werentt
for Rorken...

Chilikawastrotting again, so Adrella pulled back on the reins, but thistime the hoshdd struggled against
them, thrusting forward and bleating urgently. That was funny. Chilikararely got nervous, unless...

Alarmed, she looked around and saw that Mashtun's hoshdels had bolted and were rushing the length of
the fence, spinning at the end and charging skittishly back again. As she surveyed the surrounding hostas
and their adjoining corrdss, she noticed many of the animals gppeared highly agitated. Curious, shetried
to turn Chilkato investigate, but Chilikarefused, stubbornly shaking her head. Strange . She only acts
like thisif thereisa rocsadon around. Her heart quickened as she scanned the horizon.

There. Thereit wasby Kaal ake... Mericful Lupana.

She heard the screaming first, and then the rumble of heavy, maddened feet pummeling the ground, like
an avalanche of boulderstumbling from ahillsde. There was no mistaking that sound. A rocsadon was



loosein Parallon. With her heart pounding, Adrellastretched her legsin the stirrupsto see better. A
cloud of dust led from Tikon Forest to KalaLake, and it was advancing rapidly dong the lakesidetrail.

And then, she saw it. It tore randomly through a group of hostas, toppling wals and trampling contents.
Thisrocsadon was huge, likely amale, and was charging down the path in her direction. She sucked in
her breath and gave Chilikafree rein. The hoshdel leaped off the path, heading south again in a panic.
Adrdlaféet the tremorsin the ground as the rocsadon blew past them on thetrail. She knew it had locked
onto atarget and would stop at nothing, which meant that she was not itsintended victim.

With some measure of rdlief, she struggled to regain control of Chilika, who was galoping recklesdy.
Adrellareined her to atrot, then a brisk walk, and turned to look over her shoulder. The rocsadon
screeched to ahdt in front of Panterals hosta. It paused, sniffed the air, and lunged into it, throwing its
colossa body againgt the adobe walls.

Thefirst surge sent afatal fracture acrossthe length of the front wall. The second one brought it down
with aloud crash, aswell as most of the two adjoining walls. The roof toppled forward onto the
rocsadon's chest, splintering around it. The beast did not budge. The far wall remained standing.

Pantera's parents, Minken and Rokana, who must have been huddled together inside, dashed out the
back door located in the middle of the standing wall. When the rocsadon spied them, it lifted itslong
neck and howled at the sky. Adrellarecognized the frenzied hunting call of the rocsadon, awretched,
piercing wail sgnding the advent of akill. A shiver ran up her spine.

She watched in horror as Minken and Rokana met Panterain the corra. The three of them wrapped their
arms around each other, shaking while the rocsadon tramped over the broken hosta and crashed through
the fence. In desperation, Minken grabbed a gardening tool with along handle and a sharp end. Holding
it doft, he charged the rocsadon yelling at the top of hislungs. The rocsadon skidded to astop in front of
him, creating aplume of swirling dudt. It grabbed Minken'stoal in itslong teeth, and lifted its enormous
head. For amoment, Minken rose with it, then he let go and dropped onto the hard ground on his back.
The rocsadon shook his head ferocioudy and sent the tool flying through the air like aspear. It landed a
hundred feet away with its sharp end stuck in the ground.

Minken lay very dill. Adrellacould seethat his eyeswere open. He'sresigned to hisfate. There's
nothing...nothing in this world that he can do.

The rocsadon snorted, turned, focusing his stedly attention back on Minken. Baring itslong teeth, it
leaned over. Adrdladid not hear Minken scream or cry out. She saw hisbody lifted insde the jaws of
the beast, hisarms and legs hanging limply on ether sde, unressting. The rocsadon bit down and afount
of red poured from its mouth. Rokana sobbed as she held her arms over Panterals head, shielding her
daughter from the gridy scene. Adrdlafet nauseas and turned her head away. Within minutes, the
rocsadon had finished its med and was thundering back down the path toward Kan Mountain, itslong
tall siweeping the ground.

Clearly, thiswas not afera rocsadon. It had not fixed on Minken's scent within sight range asthe wild
onesdid. Thisone had been baited with afixing cloth, which meant Askinadon had sent it. And now, it
was headed back to its master.. .to the corral at the summit, lured by yet another scent.

Neighbors were aready rushing toward Rokanaand Pantera. Shaking, Adrellaguided Chilikaback onto
the path, heading north again on her own grim mission.

After living on the mountain for two years, Adrella had dmost forgotten about the rocsadon raids that
Askinadon orchestrated severd times ayear. The raids kept the villagers sufficiently cowed to respect
the VVoice, obey all directives and assume that Askinadon held dl the power.



Askinadon could be listening at this moment, Adrellareminded herself. As soon as she had the thought,
the ringing started up in her head. The Voice broke through, and her head crackled with the intrusion.
She turned her thoughts to images that pleased Askinadon. She imagined herself dancing beforehimin
her silken spullera, but he did not respond to it. Instead, the Voice hissed in her mind like the hot breath
of arocsadon.

Did you seeit, Adrella? He paused to listen. Ah, | see that you did. Good. Nothing quite like a
rocsadon feasting, isthere?

Adrdlacringed, but forced hersdlf to answer. The mighty rocsadon has disappeared back into the
forest, dear Husband and God of Parallon. You rule with almighty power. May all glory be yours,
oh, Great One.

This phrasing rardly failed to subdue Askinadon, and this was no exception. There was another pause,
and hereplied in asofter tone.

Just remember not to fail in your mission. We wouldn't want any rocsadons bearing down on your
parents hosta, now would we?

Adrdlas stomach did a sickening spin, but she forced herself to answer, No, Master. | obey.

Askinadon's V oice faded into a buzz, which subsided and died out. Adrella spurred her hoshdd into a
trot, then agallop as she responded to anew sense of urgency. | must find Katera...today. | must find
her today .

Chapter Nine

"That'sit!" Mikecried. "I think we've doneit." He grinned as he held up the new VisOrb, which he had
modified into asmall ear sat. "Y ou can receive the V oice and send your own through this device. It fits
comfortably inthe ear, and no onewill seeit if your hair isdown.”

Katera clapped her hands together and laughed. Sheld changed back into her freshly cleaned spullera
and panna, and beamed with an earthy femininity. Much easier to work around than the form-fitting ulli,
Mike noted with relief.

"Let'stry it,” sheurged. "Seeif it works."

The smile faded from Mike's face as he set the Orb down on hisworkbench. "No test runs, Katera. As
soon asyou activateit, Askinadon will know where you are and demand that you cometo him...if he
doesn't come for you himsdlf. | sure as hell don't need Don Askins poking around these caves, and |
don't think you're ready to march up the hill to see him either, right?’

Katerashook her head. "I'd like to use it soon, though. | want to find out what happened to my sister.”

Mike stared at her. She certainly stayed true to her purpose. He sighed. She deserved to know what
probably happened. Maybe it wastimeto tell her.

"I think 1 know where your sster is. I've been up there on the summit many times, always at night and
awaysin secret. | know that Askinadon keegps many wives. Sometimes | hear them at night in thelr
hostas, talking and laughing while Askinadon and most of the Kastaks are deegping.” Mike paused. "'|
believe your sgter isone of those wives"

Kateragasped. "Adrdlasadive? Why didn't you tell me?"



"I don't know for certain that sheis. I've never seen her or the other women. I've only heard them on
severd occasionswhen | was dipping by on my way to the lab. They talk about Askinadon, their liveson
the mountain...| don't think they're very happy."

Katerawas staring at him wide-eyed. He wanted to reach out, draw her to him, tell her everything would
work out, but he didn't know if he could promise that. Even with the modified Orb, Katera's safety was
in grave peril if shejoined her Sster on the summiit. If she got caught, Askinswould not take lightly to her
betrayal.

"Adrelasdive," she breasthed again.
"Maybe," he reminded her, but she was no longer listening.

Her facefilled with hope, the light in her eyes sparked with enthusiasm. "'If we can get her away from
Askinadon...didn't you say you could modify another Orb?!

Mike groaned inwardly. All he wanted to do was get off thisworld, so why was he getting involved with
thiswoman? He'd saved her life once, and yeah, that'd been dl right...okay, nice, very nice, but where
had he Sgned up to do anything el se?

"Ligten," he said, but then caught thelook in her eyes: trusting, soft. Oh, Lord, don't show me that .
Mike drew his hand across his brow. He must not forget his purpose. Hewas so close. "Listen,” he

began again.

She was gnawing on her lower lip. "Mikolen," sheinterrupted. "If it brings you distress, | will not ask
more of you. | will find Adrellaon my own. Y ou have saved me from the Fdlsand theVoice. Itis
enough, and for thisyou have dl my gratitude." She touched her forehead and chest with two fingers, and
then brought her hands back together in a Parallonian gesture of appreciation. She bowed her head and
said something in the old language.

Mikefelt hisheart Snk into hisfeet like adead weight. I'm a cad. She doesn't stand a chance in hell
without me. Of course, she doesn't stand much of a chance with me, either .

"Yeah, well, it'sjust that..." Mike struggled to find words that were not there. "Asl| told you, | havethis
project...”

"Shh!" Katerahissed unexpectedly, pressing one finger to her lips and turning her head. "Do you hear?"
Mike strained his ears, but heard nothing. Then the distant sound of something shrill drifted into the
chamber...ahorn, it sounded like ahorn. "Onelong, three short..." Katerawhispered. Another faint
blast. "And that'salong! That's my family horn. That blast-one long, three short, one long-they're calling
me." She grabbed Mike's hands and bounced on her toes. Her face glowed even in the dim light of the
lanadik. "Oh, Mikolen. They'relooking for me." She was s0 closeto him that he could smell her
honey-sweset breath. Her hair fell in splashes over her arms as she hopped. Then she stopped. "'l must go
meet them...1-1 need to go." Shelooked into hiseyes and held his gaze. "We must say good-bye."

She paused, asif considering her next move, then flung her arms around his neck and pressed her lips
into his, gartling him. Hefdt ajolt, acurrent, rip through hisbody. Hisarmsencircled her asif they had a
life of their own. Kateraleaned into the kiss, pushing her body againgt his. Mike struggled to keep his

bal ance and sense of contral, but redlized he was|osing the battle as histongue, in adisobedient gesture,
flicked out of his mouth and darted into hers.

He heard a soft moan glide from her throat. Then she pulled back, her hands pushing on his chest. She
looked into his eyes. Her own were misty, her face flushed. Wheat in the world was she doing to him? He



did not want to quit and bowed hishead to find her lips again. He kissed her harder thistime, revedling
his urgency, and pulled her closer, tighter. Ah, it had been solong...solong...

She was pressing her hands againgt his chest again. What?
"Mikolen." She pushed harder. "Mikolen, stop.”
Mikelet go, feding dazed. "Katera..."

She stepped back with abewildered look on her face. "Mikolen, | haveto go...now." She opened her
mouth to say something else, then closed it, looking uncertain. "Good-bye," she blurted, and darted for
the chamber opening.

Mike watched her scurry away into the tunnd, feeling confused. He dropped his heed, struggling to quell
hisraging emotions.

Then he saw it. The Orb sat in the middle of hisworkbench. The Orb...shed forgotten it.

"Kateral Wait!" he caled, snatching it off the bench. And then, he said the strangest thing. He hadn't
planned to say it, but when he did, he knew that he meant it. "I'm coming with you," he shouted, dashing
into the tunnel after her.

Chapter Ten

Katera stumbled through the cave in her hagte to find the exit. Warm, moist drafts of air from the hot
springs blew into her face as she fumbled past the entrance to it. She groped the rock wallswith her
hands. Every so often, she passed alanadik-lit chamber adjacent to the tunndl and used the light inside to
guide her more swiftly, until her path dissolved into the blackness again, forcing her to return her handsto
the tunndl wall. Her pounding heart felt large and disembodied in the blackness, as though shewereinside
it listening to its thumping sounds echo back at her. Here in the dark, everything seemed hidden, except
for her thoughts and fedings.

Why ? Shefdt likecrying. Why must | feel thisway? He isleaving Parallon, and | will never see
himagain. Why do | care?

A shaft of light fell on the wall ahead, and she raced to it. She followed it around acorner and into an
antechamber that led outdoors. Two hoshdels were tied to a post in the antechamber, their noses stuffed
into bags on the ground that werefilled with the delicate shafts of the Kilpantra plant. One lifted itsnose
out of the bag and snorted at Katera. Working swiftly, she hoisted the saddle off the horizontal bar
constructed over the posts and tossed it up onto the hoshdel's broad back. It straightened its woolly
head, bleating and samping its feet. Struggling againgt adduge of tears, Katerafumbled with the cinch
under the anima's round belly.

Why? shewondered again, in astate of disbdief. Why now?

Before sheldd run into Miloken, she had been prepared to die. .. prepared to sacrifice hersalf in an effort to
underminethe will of Askinadon. Merely aday later, she wanted to live forever. She wanted to live and
love and laugh-she wanted to turn into awithered old lady some day, in the company of awithered old
man.

But this cannot be, she admonished hersdf sternly. Shedid not live alife given to such freedom. Love?
Sheld abandoned al hope for it after Askinadon had arrived and ordered all the virgin maidensto guard
their status until he either forced them to marry or Summoned them to the ditar.



Her fedingsfor thisman, Mikolen, she must crush them. Love-the romantic kind-was not one of her
options. Shewould resst itsimpulse. That had to be dl it was anyway, an impulse. Besides, she had
much to accomplish. She needed to find her sigter, cut out her Orb, and give her the new one; the one
Mikolen had built.

Katerasfingersfroze on the cinch. The Orb? | don't have the Orb. Sheld been so flustered with that
kissthat sheld left it behind. She stood up and |ooked back toward the tunndl.

Mikolen was standing there watching her. He wore asmile, and in his open hand, he was holding the Orb
for her to see.

"Mikolen, I...thank you. | just redlized thet | forgot it."
"Yes, but I'm not giving it to you."
"Wha?'

Mikolen crossed the floor, watching her intently. He stopped when he stood facing her with the hoshddl
between them.

"I'm going to keep it," he said, asoft ook in hiseyes.

"What do you mean?" she asked, surprised.

"If you want it, you're going to have to bring me adong. That'swhat | mean.”

Kateras heart fluttered. All her suppressed hopes resurfaced, like abuoy refusing to sink.
"Mikolen, thisisnot your problem. Y ou have done enough. I..."

Mikolen reached across Chilikals back to pressafinger to her lips. "Shh," he whispered. "I'm coming.”
He removed hisfinger, and when she opened her mouth to object, the finger raced back to her lips. "I'm
coming," hesad, moreforcefully.

Thistime, ashelifted hisfinger, Katerasmiled at him. She knew he meant it. She so recognized a
longing in hiseyes...alonging that matched her own. Her heart soared. Oh, if only things could be
different. If only she had the freedom to choose her degtiny...if only Mikolen were not leaving Paralon,
for she was sure that he intended to do just that.

At that moment, she understood that her heart had leapt far ahead of her better sense. It amazed her that
she could fed this strongly about someone who was, essentidly, astranger. Without arationa reason,
her morning dream threaded back into her conscious mind: once again, she was gliding over the ground
on ahoshdd with... Merciful Lupana. The man stting behind her in the dream was Mikolen . He
shared the saddle with her. Thewords returned: Ne Kamana Ya. | could love you. Her Lan MaKe
rumbled in her chest, and she remembered that it sometimes delivered its giftsinsde dreams. Could this
be one of those times? She was il locked into his eyes when the sound of ahorn blared again, jarring
them both. One short, two long, one short...

"My family..."
"Let'sgo," Mikolen urged, swiping the second saddle from the bar and swinging it onto his hoshdd.

He secured the saddle and walked to the exit, shoving aside the brush that hid the opening to the cave.
They led the hoshdelsinto the sunlight. Katera held both reins as Mikolen replaced the brush, working



the branches so that they reached over the cave mouth entirely. There was nothing left to do but wait for
the next horn blast. They stood, stroking the hoshdels, who were blinking lazily in the warm sun. They
didn't have to wait long. Another series of blasts resounded from the nearest ridge. Katerajumped.

"That'sclose" she cried, thrusting her foot into the stirrup and swinging up into the saddle. "1t came from
over there"

She pointed to theridge, but Mikolen had aready mounted and was riding toward it. She

gave her hoshdd akick and it lunged ahead, falling into step behind Mikolen's hoshdel. They rode swiftly
into the trees and climbed the hill. Theforest felt cool as the hoshdels pressed forward, crunching twigs
and leaves beneath their hooves. Mikolen and Katera crested the ridge and reined in the hoshdels,
peering into Kiddik Meadow below them.

It stretched six milesfrom end to end. Toward the west, Hapal Lake gleamed in the sun, ahalf mile
away. At firg, only the lime greens of the meadow grasses dotted with yellow wildflowers greeted them.
A herd of kiddiks grazed near the lake. A sudden breeze drifted up from the meadow, presenting the
sweet scent of the blossoms. The hoshdd s answered with soft lows. Katera sighed.

The screech of the horn startled them both as it pierced the air from close range. Katerawhipped her
head to the right. She spotted Adrdlaat the bottom of the hill, just five hundred yards awvay. Katera

gasped in surprise.

"It'sAdrdla Shesdivel" Impulsively, she kicked her hoshdd to spur her down the hill, but Mikolen's
hand streaked to her reins. He caught them and pulled her hoshdel back. "What?'

"Katera, wait....think. She'sgot aVisOrb in her head. Askinadon may belistening.” He backed away
from theridge, pulling Katera's hoshdd with him. He reduced his voice to awhisper. "Hell find out that
you and | are here. HEll tap into Adrdlasthoughts...then, in avery short period of time, well havedl
kinds of company.”

Katerastared at Mikolen as sheimagined Kastaks, takataks, and even rocsadons swarming into their
midst. She turned to look back at Adrella, who was raising the horn to her lips again. The blasts punched
into the quiet air, sounding both harsh and forlorn. Then shelowered the horn, lifted her chin, and caled
out Kateras name. Her cry held the same desperation as the horn, only more muted.

A cold spot opened up insde Kateras chest, asif anicicle had formed there. She clutched at it. Why did
her Lan MaKe freeze up thisway? She shivered asthe chilly fegling spread throughout her upper body.
Mikolen looked at her, but she could only shake her head. How would she explainit? She did not
understand it hersdf. Thiswas her Sster, her identica twin. Adrellawould never harm her...would she?

She motioned for Mikolen to follow her into the trees, and he let go of her reins. They ducked back into
the dark forest and turned the hosdels around to watch Adrella, who was sitting with the horn poised at
her lips, her neck stretched forward, listening intently. Katerafelt an overwheming sadness. Something
wasterribly wrong. Her Lan MaKe had glowed in warmth al of her life around Adrella, and this abrupt
change could only mean one thing. Adrellawasin somekind of distress. ..and she was deeply frightened.
She...they were in danger. Kateraturned to Mikolen.

"Can you get the Voice out of her here...right now?'

Mikolen shifted on hishoshdel. "Y es, but it won't be easy. Askinadon islistening to her asmuch as
possible. Whatever she's doing, he put her up to this, and if she seesyou and transmits the thought to
Askinadon before | can get the Orb out, it'll be the end for al of us. He knows where sheis. The VisOrb



transmits her location with directiona coordinates.”

Katerawrinkled her brow. She didn't know what directional coordinates were, but she understood the
problem.

"What do you think we should do?" she asked. Mikolen glanced at Adrella, then reached around to his
saddlebag and drew out a blanket. "Why did you pack a blanket?"

"You have onein yoursaswell," he answered. Katera stole a glance at the bags |ooped over her
hoshdd's haunches. They looked stuffed. "1 had plansfor usto trek over the northern Shirkas and out of
Paralon." Mikolen sighed, asif hewished they had stuck to the plan. "There's aso agood supply of
dried food and water should you get hungry or thirsty."

Katera cocked her head to study Mikolen. Sheld aready been awholelot of trouble for him, but he
hadn't complained. "Thank you, Mikolen...for everything."

She watched his eyes soften. "It's okay, Katera."

The way he said her name made her blush, and she turned away. "What should we do?" she asked again,
gazing a Adrella

"Sooner or later, shell leave thisarea, and then we can follow her. Thisistoo closeto the caves, and
Askinadon will cometo thelast place the VisOrb transmitsits signals. We don't want to attract him to
this spot. Once she'sfar enough away, well toss the blanket over her head. Then, I'll administer ashot of
deeping medication that | useto drop akiddik now and then. That'll put her out for awhile.”

"Segping medication”?'

"Yeah. It will put her to deep for ashort time. Enough for me to remove the Orb and get her back to the
caves"

Kateraconsdered it. It wasagood plan...and it could work, if only Adrellawould leave Kiddik
Meadow. Asit turned out, she took another two hours meandering around below them, puffing into her
horn every few minutes. Finaly, she headed out to the far end of the meadow and the northeastern edge
of the Tikon Forest. Mikolen and Katerafollowed her progress from the top of the ridge, staying just out
of sght. Assoon as Adrdlla disappeared into the forest, they snaked down from the hill and into the
forest after her.

"She's heading for Tikesh Fields," Katera observed, asthey kicked the hoshdelsinto atrot. " She's
searching for mein the northern territories, which means she'stried calling mein the south.”

Clearly, Adrellahad seen their parents. It explained how she had gotten the horn. Katera pictured her
with their parents asthey blew the horn outside their hostain Kala Meadow. She wondered how long
they had been looking for her.

They followed Adrella at asafe distance, stopping whenever she did, keeping the forest behind her as
quiet as possible. Adrella paused every hundred feet or so to blow the horn, then she'd shoot off again at
abrisk trot. She wasworking her way swiftly through the forest. Why is shein such ahurry? She's

fighting againg time. Why?

At last, Adrellacleared the forest and started into Tikesh Fields. She did not blow the horn again,
however, riding instead to the Pardlonian graveyard on south end. What was she doing? Katera knew
that some of their family members were buried there, but thiswas an odd time for her to vist. Adrela
reined her hoshdel in front of asmall marker near the headstone of their grandmother. She bowed her



head. Whose stone was that? Katera didn't remember it. It had to be very new.

In the next moment, a sense of sharp sorrow shot across the meadow from Adrellaand walloped Katera
in her solar plexuslike ahard bal. She doubled over in pain, staring a Adrellain surprise. She knew then
that Adrellagrieved-she knew it asonly an identical twin with ashared Lan MaKe could know. The
person benegath the stone. . .it was someone with whom Adrelafelt an intimate connection. Oh!
Unbearable loss. But, who wasit?

After aminute, Adrelaturned her hoshdel away and rode out into the meadow. Katera straightened in
the saddle, rubbing her somach. After afew hundred feet, Adrellareined in her hoshdd, blew the horn
and waited. Kateralooked a Mikolen.

"We are eight miles from the caves," she whispered. "It isfar enough. Y ou can snesk up on her while her
back isturned.”

Mikolen nodded. "Stay closeto me. Oncel get her off the hoshdd | may need your help.”

They waited until Adrdlalifted the horn back to her lips, then charged out of the forest. Mikolen held the
blanket up with one hand and the reins with the other. So shrill was Adrellas horn that she did not hear
them approach. Mikolen managed to toss the blanket over her head from behind as he leaped toward
her, snatching her around her middle, mid-flight. They toppled off her hoshdd and onto to the ground.
Adrellascreamed. Katerawanted to cal out and reassure her, but thought better of it and bit her tongue.
She hopped off her hoshdel and rushed over to where Mikolen had wrapped his arms and legs around
Adrélla, who was struggling like awild boar under the blanket.

"Here. Takeit," he commanded, holding out atube. Y ou'll haveto give her the shot. I'll hold her down."
Kateragrabbed it while Mikolen struggled with Adrella. She stared at the long, white tubein her hand.
"Openit. Hurry!" Shelifted the top off the tube to reved another tubeinside with asilver point jutting out
oneend. "Stick itin her," he said, huffing againg the lurching blanket. "1t will dispense the medication.”

Katerafelt her throat congtrict. He wanted her to stick thislong, sharp thing into Adrella?
"Where? How should | stick it in?" she asked, gripping the tube in her hand.

The fury under the blanket abruptly ceased. Mikolen's mouth fell open in surprise, then he moved afinger
swiftly to hislips, but it wastoo late.

"Katera?' Adrellaasked. "Isthat you?' Mikolen rolled his eyes and grabbed the tube from Katera. In the
next moment, Adrella stiffened under the blanket. "Y es, yes, Madter. It isKatera. | heard her.”

Before she had achance to speak again, Mikolen stabbed the long, silver point through the blanket and
into Adrdlasthigh. Within seconds, her body fdl limp. Mikolen untangled the blanket and lifted it away
from her body. Katera gazed at the sister she had not seen for two long years, the Sster she had
presumed dead, who now lay unconscious on the ground. She looked peaceful, and Katera's Lan Ma
Ke flushed warmly once again. She bent over Adrella's body and kissed her on the cheek. Mikolen rose
and fished the Insertech from his saddlebag.

"I haveto do thisnow," he said, gently.

She sat up and leaned back, alowing Mikolen to cradle Adrellas head. With the InserTech, he made a
swift incison and revealed asmdll object that glinted in the sun. Deftly, Mikolen plucked it from her heed
and held up the VisiOrb for Katerato see. Katera clapped her hands and Mikolen smiled. Then he
aimed the Insertech, pressed another icon, and just as swiftly theincision sedled neatly back together.



There was no trace of it.

"Gee," Katerasad, fingering the small scab on her forehead, "why couldn't you have used the InserTech
onme?'

Mikolen cast asdelong glance her way. "Because | did not have the Insertech with me when | found
you."

"Oh," shesaid, amiling meekly.

"Okay," he said, stuffing the Insertech back into his saddlebag and Adrellas Orb into his pocket. "Let's
go. Askinadon has surely sent a horde of beastsin our direction, and we do not have much time."

Katerahelped him dide Adrella's body, face down, over the withers of Mikolen's hoshdel. He sprang
into the saddle behind her and spurred his hoshdd toward the cover of Tikon Forest with Kateranot far
behind, leading Adrdlasriderless hoshdd by the reins. Somewhere, off in the distance, the ear-piercing
dhrieksfrom aflock of takataks punctured the quiet morning air.

Chapter Eleven

They rode furioudy through Tikon Forest, opting for the longer route around Kiddik Meadow in order to
stay under cover. The dark-bodied takataks glided over the openingsin thetdl trees on their way to
Tikesh Fields, where the Vis Orb had secured Adrellas last position.

Thankful there were no rocsadons on their trail, Mike breethed asigh of relief. He felt confident they
could dudethe takataks, at least initidly given the animals negligible sense of smell, but they would till
need to hurry. Eventualy, the large birds would turn their sinister attention to the forest and use their keen
sense of Sght and sound to detect movement within. When they sensed something, the entire flock would
descend into the nearest clearing, one by one, and take off running in frenzied, single-minded pursuit. The
towering legs of atakatak could easily outpace ahoshdd. Still, Mike and the women stood a good
chance of making it to the caves undetected, but they'd have to push the hoshdels at a steady pace, and
these were not high-speed endurance animas. They were dready dowing from exhaustion.

By withholding the rocsadons, Askinadon had revealed his desire to collect both women dive. Greedy
asshole, Mike thought, glancing at the unconsciousfigure of Adrdladraped in front of him over the
hoshdel. Her soft, shiny black hair dmost covered the length of her dender arms, which were swaying
over the broad side of the hoshdel. Between struggling with her blanketed body and viewing her
backside, Mike hadn't seen much of her face, except for theingtant he'd lifted her off the ground in
Tikesh Fields. As held gripped her under the arms, her head had rolled toward him and landed inches
from hisnose. It had been like staring into Katera's face-the same luscious, lime-green eyes, dark lips,
and porcelain-smooth skin. A perfect double.

Hetwisted around in the saddle to check on Katera's progress. She was keeping up the frenetic pace by
goading both Adrellas hoshdel and her own with along whip. Remarkable fortitude. He focused his
attention back on the route ahead, keeping to the trees and avoiding al clearings. In severa spots, the
hoshdel's hooves crunched over dry twigs on the ground, and he dowed their procession to aquieter gait
until they'd cleared them. Twice, the takataks passed directly over the canopy above their heads,
momentarily blinking the sun away. Each time, they appeared abruptly, gliding in deadly silence. Mike
halted the party while they waited with stilled bresth for the birdsto pass.

Two exhaugting hours later, they neared their destination with the hoshdels huffing, their sdes dripping
with swest. Asthey approached the clearing leading to the cave opening, Mike craned his neck to see



through the trees. What he spied made his heart jump.

Onelonetakatak sat perched on aboulder near the brush that covered the opening to the caves. The
bird appeared digtracted, busily grooming awing. Mike squinted and |ooked closer. The wing was bent
backwardsin the middle at acritica angle...broken. Thisbird wasn't going anywhere.

AsMike studied it, the gravity of their predicament dawned on him. The bird could not fly, and eventudly
the other takataks would come looking for it. He did not see away to get around the beast and uncover
the brush to stedl ingde the cave. Even if he managed it, the bird would unvel their hiding placeto the
other takataks, who would bring Don Askinstoit. If hetried waiting in the forest with the women,
chances were that one of the takataks would eventualy spot them hiding in the trees and assail them.

That |eft one option. He would have to kill the bird blocking the route to the safety of the cave. And he
would need to accomplish this by staging an accident, lest the bird's degth draw suspicion from Askins.
Ashefretted over this, Katera maneuvered her hoshdel next to him, and stared out at the wounded
creature. She looked dismayed and started to say something, but Mikefitted hisfinger over hislips.
Katera nodded and turned to stare at the beast.

Mike's pams grew sweaty on the reins as his heart pounded. There was very littletime. It would not take
long for the other takataks to discover the bird missing and locateit. He drew in a steadying breath and
scanned the surrounding trees. His eyesfell on atal tree with arotting middle on the edge of the clearing,
and hehad anidea

Motioning Katerato stay put, he dipped off hishoshdel and opened his saddiebag. Fishing into its
depths, he pulled out the Insertech. Hardly daring to bresth, he stole silently toward the target tree.
Halfway there, he stepped on adry twig hidden under aleaf, sending aloud crack reverberating into the
ar. Hehedd hisbreath, but the takatak did not stir from its preoccupation with the injured wing. That's
one sore bird, hethought, with relief.

He arrived at the tree and pressed the Insertech into the weakened area. Designed to cut through bone
and tissue, he hoped it would make short work of histask. He released the safety clip and adjusted the
beam to three inches by four inches, the largest capacity for a cut. He would need to dice through the
tree at an angle so that it fell over the takatak. Y et, he had to make it ook like anatura break in the
event that Askinsinvestigated the scene.

He turned on the device and alowed the beam to diceinto the thick trunk. In the distance, the raucous
cal of distant takataks resounded through long valley between the Shirkas. The secluded bird in the
clearing raised its great head, opened its crooked, black beak and screeched back.

Histemples pounding, Mike struggled with the Insertech asthe call of the takataks grew louder. Pressing
the 'dissect’ icon in furious repetition, the cut deepened. The tree cresked loudly and leaned unsteadily
forward, swaying asif it might topple any second. With a sickened awareness, he saw that it was going
to missthe takatak by afew feet. Helooked over at Katera, who was watching him closaly. She seemed
to understand the dilemma, pointing first to the takatak, then to the tree while shaking her head.

He was about to shout at her to flee into the forest when, without warning, she stepped out of the trees
on her hoshdd and into the clearing in full view.

"Hey!" she cdled, to the takatak. "C'mere, you ugly bird."

The takatak swiveled its head toward Kateraand pinned her with its obsidian-dark eyes. Mike sucked in
his breath. She was baiting the bird to lure it within range of the treewhen it fell. His heart drummed like a
wild thing insde his chest as he dove into the clearing to distract the bird from Katera



"Over herel" he shouted, but the takatak ignored him.

It extended its one good wing out ten feet and stood up to face Katera. Another screech, and the bird
tottered a step toward her and stopped. It drew inits good wing and stood waiting, looking dangeroudy
aert. Kateraedged closer, her hoshdd snorting nervoudly.

"C'mon!" she shouted, her voice shaking.

Redlizing that he had to act quickly, Mike jumped behind the tree with renewed vigor. He jammed the

I nsertech into the break and pushed through another three inches, then ancther...and another...amost
there. When he glanced back into the clearing, the takatak was extending its head toward Katera,
preparing to strike. Katera was ten feet away, amere hop for this bird, even with abroken wing. He
pressed the Insertech for another dice, and with aloud crack, the tree began its descent in dow motion.

At the same moment, he watched in horror as the takatak's feet |eft the ground in awide legp toward
Katera. The hoshdel reared up, flaling itsfront legs at the bird, which wasin mid-air. The takatak landed
with agreat thud in front of Katera as the toppling tree neared the ground. The bird reached around the
hoshdel, poked its great beak through Katera's spullera, and plucked her out of the saddle like a piece of
lint on a Shapacan coat.

Good God, Mikethought. She's going to get crushed under the tree with the bird.

Thetakatak stretched its neck forward in obvious delight and let out amuffled screech. An answering cal
from the approaching flock, now ominoudly close, sounded just as the tree smashed into the bird's
middle, snapping its backbone and crushing it into the ground. Katera burst from its beak like a shot,
tumbling back into the trees.

Mike wanted to rush to her, but in an instant, she was up and racing toward Adrella, till lying
unconscious over Mike's hoshdd. Relieved to see her unhurt, Mike ran to the cave entrance and thrust
the brush asde. As heflipped the last branch away, Katera darted through the opening with Adrellaand
the animals. As soon as she cleared it, he backed insde, dragging severd large brancheswith him to
conced the opening again. At that moment, severa takataks arrived in the clearing. The gusts created
from their beating wings rattled the brush over their hideaway, lifting the branches afew inches off the
ground, but they settled back after the birds landed.

Mike knew the other takataks would shove and roll the trunk off their broken comrade. A host of them
would then grip its body in their sharp beaks and take off, ferrying it to the summit. Letting out along
bregth, Mike led the women and hoshdels deeper into the cave toward the dark security within, asthe
high-pitched shrieks of the Tatatakats faded behind them. They were safe for awhile.

Chapter Twelve

For amoment, Adrella could not remember what had happened. She opened her eyes and stared into a
dimly lit room. Or wasit aroom? The wallslooked bumpy. Strange. Two figures stood nearby chatting
softly. Shefocused. It was Katera. With aman. Who was he?

In aflash, her memory flooded back. Katera's voice...sheld heard it in Tikesh Fields. Someone, perhaps
the man with Katera, had thrown a blanket over her and knocked her off her hoshdel. Why had Katera
alowed him to do that?

Perhaps Katera's Lan Ma Ke warned her. Her entire chest had probably chilled after sensing Adrella's
ugly objective. A freezelike that would have been afirst between them, she realized with apang of guilt.
A smdll ache throbbed between her eyes and her hand flew up. What had happened? She fingered it.



"Adrdla?"

It was Katera's voice. Adrella dropped her hand and gaped at her sister, not knowing what to say. Both
Kateraand the man stared back at her. Adrelladrew in adeep breath.

"Katera" shesaid, weskly.

Their eyeslocked. The air between them crackled, and Adrella's Lan MaKe burst in aflush of radiance.
Merciful Lupana, had it really been two years? Katera rushed to her, her face contorted with a sob.

"Siger!" Kateracried. Adrelasat up and Katera threw her arms around her neck. "Oh, I've missed you
so much." Sheleaned back to gaze at Adrella. "Dear Sster, you're dive. Mamaand Papathought. .. |
thought you'd been killed...you know, the sacrifice.”

Adrdlawrapped her arms around Katerawith asinking heart. "l am adive, Katera"
Katera pulled away and cocked her head to one side as doubt crept into her eyes.
"Adrela?Iseverything dright? My Lan MaKe...it's..."

"I know; it'scold,” Adrdlainterrupted, in awhisper. "Be careful. We will be heard."

"No," Kateralaughed. "Wewill not be heard." Kateratouched Adrdlasforehead. "The Voicein your
head...it'sgone."

Adrdladropped her jaw. "Really?" she asked. Then, she remembered Askinadon's anxious words when
he spoke of Katerd's Voice: She has somehow removed it. "Buit...how? No one can stop the Voice."

"He can." Kateratossed her head toward the man standing next to them.

Adrellalooked up at him in quiet amazement. He looked strong and very handsome. Hewas blond like
some of the Kastaks, not like the dark-haired men of Paralon. Nor did he wear animd skinslike the men
of her village, but he didn't wear an ulli like the Kastaks either. His pantslooked smooth and had a
cresse running the length of them. He wore a seamless top that had no fasteners. Shelooked into his eyes
and found a soft expression there. She glanced back at Katera, her brow raised. How? How had he
stopped the Voice?

"Askinadon's power does not come from the Heavens," Katera announced. "It comesfrom this." Her
hand dipped into her pocket and pulled out asmdl disc. "It'scaled aVisOrb."

Adrdlas peered at it, awe-struck. "The Voice from that tiny thing?"
Katera placed ahand on her shoulder. "Adrella," she said, smiling, "we have much to talk about."
"Yes, wedo," Adrellaagreed, sadly.

The smilefell off Katera's face and her hand sank back to her sde. Adrellaunderstood her sister's Lan
Ma Kewas growing cold again, and she thought her heart would break. Thiswould never do. Tossing
asdeadl other consderations, she decided to tell Kateraeverything. She would divulge her ugly mission,
including the danger for Rorken and the horror for Katera. Y es, she would reveal Askinadon's entire
plan, so that Katera's Lan MaKewould glow warm with trust once again.

Chapter Thirteen
"Y es, Husband and God of Parallon, sheiswith me." Adrella sounded frightened and adjusted the Orb



tucked negtly insgde her ear. "What would you have me do, Master?*

Katera could not hear hisresponse, but Adrella's features relaxed as she listened. She looked at Katera,
and mouthed the words, It's working. Wonderful. The modified Orb had Askinadon fooled. He did not
suspect that hisV oice operated outside their heads.

A faint ringing filled Katerals Orb and she felt the old revulsion, even though Askinadon could no longer
penetrate her thoughts. Katera, the VVoice rang into her headset, why did you run from the altar at
Kopa Na An?

"| didn't realize why you wanted me, Grest Magter, but now that Adrellahasexplained it, | an so
pleased. | cannot wait to meet you, Great Master and God of Paralon. | cometo you in grateful
obedience," Katerasaid, in alilting voice, repeating the words sheld rehearsed with Adrella

Where have you been? You've been missing all day. Why did you not respond to my Voice?

"I don't understand why we couldn't hear you, Master. We were waiting for further instructions, but none
came. Everything isfine. Adrellaand | left Black Rock just alittle while ago to come home...to be with
you."

You were at Black Rock?

"We werein the northern Shirkas, just north of Tikesh Fields. | was near Black Rock when Adrélla
found me. So we moved to the rock and have been waiting there.”

There was along pause on the other end, and Katerafelt her heart legp. He was buying it. Mikolen was
right. Hed said Black Rock was aform of magnetite, a huge lodestone that would eiminate Askinadon's
Voice. HEd added something about naturaly occurring magnetic rocks interfering with transmissions, but
Kateradidn't understand it. She did understand that if Askinadon thought they'd been near Black Rock,
he'd assume the dark boulder was the reason for their communication failures.

| seethat you arein Tikesh Fields. Good. Say there and I'll send two takataks to get you.
"We await the takataksin great anticipation, Magter," Katerafinished.

The Orbin her ear squedled and fell silent. Next to her, Adrellajumped to attention as she, too,
promised to wait for the birds. Finally, she dropped her hand from her ear and looked at Katera

"So far, s0 good," Katerasaid.

Adrdlawas dow to smile. "I hope so. If I'd waited another day, he'd have killed Rorken.”
"Everything'sfine, Adrdla He didn't sound angry.”

"No. That'swhat bothersme." Adrellasmoothed her hair with anervous hand.

"Well, let's stick to the plan. He has no reason to suspect anything yet."

Adrdlagtared off quietly toward Kan Mountain. Somewhere in the distance, the call of the takataks
sounded, and Adrdlaflinched. Katerawrapped an arm around her sister's shoulder.

"We can do this," she promised. "It's going to work, and Rorken will be safe.” Adrellalooked &t her and
drew in ashuddering breath. "Don't worry, Adrella. Nothing will go wrong.”

Adrdlalaid her head on Katerds shoulder. "Sigter.”



"I know. I love you, too."

Kateraheld her for amoment, then Adrellareached into her ear and pulled out her Orb.
"It'stimetotrade,” shesaid, solemnly.

They exchanged orbs and readjusted them in their ears.

"All st," Katerasaid, with as much cheer as she could muster. Adrellasmiled weskly.

Ten minutes later, the enormous shadows of the takataks fell over them. The grass around their feet
churned in al directions as the birds gpproached. The women walked in opposite directions until they
were twenty feet gpart. They lay face down in the grassto expose their harnesses. Adrellahad brought
only one, since she'd been pregnant when she packed. They had made the second one from arope
Katerapulled from her saddlebag.

The birds descended upon them and snatched both women from the ground, lifting theminto the air.
Kateralooked into the forest asthey rose and spied Mikolen watching from the trees. He waved and
flashed a thumbs up, his arm outstretched. She dared not signal back lest they were under surveillance,
but felt a surge of confidence rise within her. With Mikolen's help, they stood agood chance of making it.
They had aplan: he would retrieve their parents, remove their VisOrbs, and lead them to the safety of
the caves. Next, hed work hisway up the mountain to meet Adrella, wrest her away from Askinadon,
and bring her down to join their parents. If dl went well, Katerawould have aready escaped with
Rorken and made it to the caves.

And while Mikolen was on the summit, he would grab the final item needed for his project, the last
ingredient that would enable him to flee Pardlon and return to hisworld. And there, in Mikolen'sworld,
Kateraand her family would learn to live anew, because they were going with him. They could no longer
gtay in Pardlon. Eventualy, Askinadon would find them, and it didn't take ageniusto figure out that none
would survive hiswrath after learning of their betrayal. They had no choice. Though she understood sheld
never seethe cool forests and peaceful meadows of Parallon again, the thought of leaving excited Katera.
Her family would be with her, which made dl the difference. And together, they would be free. She
welcomed theidea of the freedom to think and fedl as she wished, freedom to love whomever she chose
without restraint, perhaps even with abandon.

As she gazed at the diminishing figure of Mikolen in the trees, her heart swelled. Even in the days before
Askinadon ruled over Pardlon, she did not remember feding so exhilarated about another person. She
felt lost in her fedings for this man. How, after mere days, could she fed so strongly about another? Ne
ahno ya domo ko ne. | want you with me.

If only she and Adrdllacould pull off this switch-.everything depended onit.

She glanced back, but they were high above the trees and she could no longer see Mikolen. The Tikesh
Feldsshrank into asmall ova, and the trees around it blended into a stubbly, green carpet. The village at
the summit cameinto view. Asthey neared it, she spied asmattering of hostas around alarge building, a
phenomend building. Impossibly long and rectangular, nothing about it resembled the smal, round hostas
of her people. It was huge. Kapta lapo ta rocsadon. Big enough to swallow arocsadon. Her jaw fell in
amazement asthey drew closer. It looked both high and wide enough to hold many herds of rocsadons.

Next toit, atal stone fence ringed alarge group of the beasts, each tethered between four posts. They
reached their long necks skyward as the takataks flew above them, bellowing and stamping their feet. As
the birds hovered above the building, she could see two additonal long buildings attached to thefirst one,
forming a square-cornered U with acourtyard in the middlie. A man in an ulli was standing in the



courtyard looking up at them, shidding his eyes from the sun. Askinadon?

She glanced over a Adrella, who was waving at him. Must be. Kateraturned her attention back to the
man in the courtyard. He was done, as Adrella had predicted. Sheld said that he always met hiswomen
alone. Kastaks were dismissed to the outer areas surrounding the castle whenever Askinadon romped
within. So far, so good.

The takataks descended to a spot in the courtyard and dropped the women onto a pad afew feet below.
Katerafell and rolled onto her sde. Shelooked at Adrella, who had managed to Sit up. Adrellatossed a
furtive glance at Katera, and blinked twice. That wasthe signal. Katera sprang to her feet, brushed off
her spulleraand smiled up at Askinadon, who was standing afew feet away, tossing glances back and
forth between them.

"Master, and Husband, God of Parallon," Katera began, her voice an octave higher than normd. "I've
missed you so much. At last, | have returned to you. And look whom I've brought.” Kateragestured to
Adrella, who stood gracefully and curtsied. "Please, dlow meto introduce my siter to you," Katerasaid,
swdlowing nervoudy. "ThisisKatera"

Askinadon broke into awide grin. "Ah, yes" he chortled. "Y ou look exactly like your sster. Good,
good. Just as | had hoped.”

He's going for it. He thinks Adrellais me . Kateralaid ahand on her chest, redizing that her Lan Ma
Ke had not been activated-meaning Askinadon meant them neither harm nor good.

"l am at your service with dl my gratitude, Master," Adrellasaid, softly. "Y our wish ismy command.”

"That'sright," Askinadon said, stroking his chin and running his eyes over Adrdlas body. "And right now
my wishisfor you to makethefinal sacrifice. And that, my dear, will be your honeymoon. Well just skip
right over thewedding and get to it, shall we?'

Katera cringed, knowing that Adrellahad surrendered to him on her behdf, to spare her the violation and
protect her virginity. I've already spent two yearsin his bed , shed inasted. What's one more time?
And so they had switched identities. Adrellahad warned her that Askinadon would be interested in
bedding his new conquest immediately, which meant that K aterawould need to execute the next stage of
the plan without delay.

"| hasten to learn your desires, Magter,” Adrellacooed. "When may 1...1 mean we...complete thefina
scrifice?!

Askinadon threw his head back and laughed as the loose skin on his jowls shook.

"Ah, yes" hesad, hiseyesfilled with anticipation. "We shdl not tarry any longer. Y ou will accompany

me to my bedchamber at once." He indicated the direction with agrand sweep of hisarm. "After you, my
dear.”

"Uh, Magter," Katerainterrupted. Askinadon swung his head back to her, his eyesfilled with impatience.
"Forgive me, Master. Rorken?”

"l just had him delivered to Shamanain the nursery,” Askinadon said, waving his hand and turning back
to Adrdla "Y ou may retrieve your son."

Katerabowed, stedling aglimpse at Askinadon as he followed Adrella across the courtyard, leering at
her backside.



"Thank you, Master, Husband of my Heart, and God of Parallon,” she called after him.

He did not look back and disappeared with Adrella through a door in the north wing. Katera stood alone
in the courtyard. She looked cautioudly around, trying to visudize the map that Adrellahad drawn for her
of the cadtle, and feding dwarfed by the sheer size of the building in front of her. Not only wasit long, it
stood fifty feet high. Somewhere inside this maze, she must find the nursery.

A door...she had to find a door into the southern wing. Ah, there it was. She raced toward it, pressed an
icon as sheld been instructed, and stepped inside when it did open. A long hallway stretched before her
with numerous doors lined up along onewall abouit fifteen feet gpart. Though Adrellahad described it, it
till took her by surprise. The wallswere straight and perfectly smooth, not lumpy like the clay walls of a
hosta. And so many doors. She glanced at each one as she rushed by. What was behind them? Did
people livein there? At the end, she spied agtaircase, the first one sheld ever seen. It held perfectly
formed rectangular blocks, each one positioned higher than the last and extending up until they
disappeared around acorner. She marveled at it for amoment before turning right down another hallway.

She passed afew more doors and turned left into ashorter corridor. According to the map, the kitchen
should bethefirst door on theright. It certainly smelled like one. Her nose caught the scent of mesety
broths and aromatic herbs as the sound of clanging potsrattled into the hall. The door was open, and she
peered ingde. It was bustling with the activity of severad women chopping meat and gtirring the contents
of large kettles. They looked up as she strode by and waved. Katera waved back.

"Wecomeback, Adrdla," one of them caled.
"Thank you," Katera called back.

She found the next door on the right and stopped. This should beit. She pressed anicon and it did open.
Inside, Shamana, the shy one from her village who had been Summoned only last year, sat on the floor
playing with atoddler. She looked up as Katera entered.

"You'reback," shesad, inasmal voice.

"Yes, I'm herefor Rorken.” The child on the floor squealed when he saw Katera, and she knelt on the
carpet to get agood look at her nephew. He looked like his mother and herself, with large green eyes
and jet-black hair. As Rorken toddled toward her, he stopped with afunny look on hisface. Then he
guffed ahand in hismouth, saring. He knows I'm not Adrella , Katerathought, hoping he would sill
cometo her. She held out her arms, and Rorken wobbled afew more steps, but stopped again.

"Where Mama?' he asked.

Shamana looked back and forth between them, then raised a hand to her mouth, and gasped, "Why
you're...youre Katera. Aren't you?"

Katera sat back on her hedsand smiled at Shamana.

"Youwont tdl, will you? We need just alittle time. Please wait until Askinadon reedsit in your thoughts.
He'swith Adrella. He thinks she's me. Give us sometime, Shamana. .. please?’

Shamana paused, consdering this. "What are you going to do?' she asked & last.
"I'm taking Rorken, and were leaving Kan Mountain.”

"Y ou can't do that. The Voicewill find you."



"No," Kateraexplained. "I don't have the VVoicein my head any more."
Shamana's eyes widened. "How?"

Kateraexplained the Vis Orb and showed her the headset she was wearing. Shamanalooked at it. Then
she looked back up at Katera with aresolute look on her face.

"Take mewith you. Wherever you're going...whatever the planis, | want to be part of it."
" cant."
"Yes, you can...and you will," Shamanaingsted, setting her mouthinafirm line.

Never, in al the yearsthey had spent growing up together, had Katera heard such determination in
Shamanasvoice,

"Y ou havethe VisOrb in your head. We will never succeed if you come with us"

Shamana stood and quietly left theroom. A moment later, she returned carrying a sharp knife that she'd
picked up in the kitchen.

"Usethis," shesaid, kneding in front of her. "Takeit out. Take the VVoice out of my head."

She set the knife on the carpet between them and parted her hair to expose her forehead. Katera sighed
and picked up the knife.

"Hold dill," shesad.

Chapter Fourteen

Askinadon looked spent. His hair had falen from its crown where he liked to sweep it back to cover
sparser areas. Now, it lay inlong, greasy tendrils that snaked over his pillow. Hislarge belly protruded
above him, though he was lying on his back. The whole bedchamber reeked of his swegt. Adrellafought
back the nausea, wondering how much longer sheld have to suffer this ordedl.

Her thoughts turned to her sister, hoping she'd made it most of the way down the mountain with Rorken.
She had to be at least hafway, but Askinadon would need further stalling for Katerato complete the trip.
Inhaing deeply, sheleaned over him once again.

"l am so pleased that you claimed my virginity, Master. Never have | known such pleasure. | must show
you my gratitude...again."

Askinadon looked at her and groaned. "No more today, Katera. I've had enough, but hang around. I've
got both you and Adrella on the menu tomorrow.”

Through anew ondaught of nausea, Adrellaforced asmile. "Must | share you, Master? She's had you
for two entire years, and | for only one, short afternoon.”

Askinadon chuckled, reached out, and cupped her breast. "1 wouldn't call four hours short, but don't
worry. You'll be getting more from me, though you're going to have to learn how to share. Next time, I'll
be wanting four of these." He squeezed and jiggled her breast.

"If I must then, Master," shesad, gritting her teeth, "but if that's the case, then give me more timewith
you. Thisisour first lovemaking. | want to aways remember this."



Askinadon smiled wickedly. ™Y our sster never asked for thismuch." His hand did onto her leg, and she
thought he might succumb, but then he rolled over and sat up. "Nah. No more today. Now, twenty years
ago, when | wasamere lad of forty, | could take on four, five Paralonian maidensand last all
day-sometimeswdl into the night.”

He gave adeep laugh, stood, and lumbered over to his ulli with the uneven walk of aman bettling the
early sages of arthritis.

Four or five maidens from Parallon when he was a lad of forty? Impossible. Askinadon had arrived
in Pardlon only ten years ago . Empty-headed bragging-that figures . She siwung her legs off the bed.

"Thiswonderful day has made me hungry for alarge med, Magter," she said, in her sweetest voice. "May
we have one together? I'm not ready to part with your company yet. Please?' She sashayed next to him
as he gazed at her naked body in the dresser mirror. ™Y ou don't blame me, do you?' She hoped she
wasn't laying it on too thick.

Askinadon gave her an unsuspecting smile.

"No," he said, and patted her bottom. "I understand. Well order something to edt intheroya dining
room."

Adrdlathrew her armsaround his neck. "Oh, thank you, Master.”

Asthey dressed, Adrelladipped her headset, which had been hidden in her clothes, back into her ear in
asingle surreptitious motion, then fluffed her hair over it. Turning, she looped her arm ingde Askinadon's,
and walked with him down the hall toward the dining room, which was |located on the third floor of the
castle dong with his other private quarters. Asthey entered, the aroma of roasted goat mixed with the
scent of spicy tarolaroot lifted her nose and reminded her of the golden spoon that Askinadon had given
her ayear ago. HEd inssted that she bring it with her every time she dined with him. She did not haveit,
and he expected her to carry it with her at dl times. That small act of forgetfulness was exactly the type of
behavior that sent him into arage and earned hiswives their time in the rocsadon's den. She unthreaded
her arm and pulled back.

"Master!" shecried. "l left my golden spoon inthe hosta. Let me get it, please. | cannot bear to eat
without..." She gasped as she redlized that Katera didn't own agolden spoon. "I mean, | heard about it
from Adrela. She said she never wanted to eat without it. Might | try it, please?' Shefdt hersalf shaking
and clasped both hands together to steady them. Askinadon had frozen to the spot. He turned dowly to
face her. Adrdlas Lan MaKeturned frosty, and she shivered with dread. "'l can't help it, Master. | am
s0 jedlous. She hasreceived thislovey gift fromyou. | want totry it, too." Adrellarambled on, fearful to
let him speak. "'l won't belong. I'll just...."

"Silence." Askinadon grabbed her arm and yanked her into the dining room where he threw her into a
chair."You will wait here," he commanded, and stomped over to the wall where he pressed anicon on a
panel. "Kastaks to the dining room!" he caled. Moments later, she heard footsteps thundering up the
staircase and two Kastaks streaked into the room. Shefelt her heart sink as she recognized Kastak
Morchison behind Kastak Timoton. "Guard her,” Askinadon ordered, as he barreled out the door. "Il
be in the control room."

Adrellafet dizzy with despair. She had never been in the control room-no one but Askinadon ever went
there. It was the place he manipulated hisVoice. Oh, merciful Lupana. He wanted to summon her
sster. Had she ruined everything? Would A skinadon discover Katera and Rorken hafway down the
mountain? Surely he would, but would he know it was Katerawith Rorken? Their orbs transmitted
identity. It was the reason they'd switched. If Askinadon checked their identitiesin the control room, the



Orbin Kateras ear would tell him that Adrellawas trying to escape. Still, if he demanded that Katera
return, they weredl in trouble. Nervoudy, she drew ahand over her mouth, trying to think.

"Y ou looked disturbed, my dear," Morchison said, in adangeroudy soft voice. He jabbed her with his
finger. "Arewein trouble, great whore of Askinadon? Maybeit'sfinaly your turn to spend time with the
lovely rocsadons, eh? Just like | promised you."

"I think you have me mixed up with my sigter, Kastak. | am Katera, her twin."

Morchison furrowed his brow, studying her. Obvioudy, he hadn't been informed that Askinadon had
clamed Adrellastwin as hisnew bride. It seemed that Askinadon did not divulge much to his Kastaks.
Hewasinclined to hoard dl information, power, and women to himsalf. Morchison shook his head.

"l don't careif you're her twin or not," he said, lifting astrand of her hair and letting it fall asif it werea
nasty thing. "Y oure till Askinadon'swhore. Both of you are, if you even have asigter. Y ou are nothing.
Y ou may be used and abused and tossed aside easily for another.” Adrellafelt the heat rising to her face
as Morchison circled around her. "Soon, very soon | think, we shdl find you inside the pen with our
roaring, little pets. Well look for you in the middle of the yard, perched on top of atall pole, hm?”

He was describing the horrid post created from the trunk of atree driven into the ground inside the
rocsadon's pen. The sheared off top made for asmall standing platform for the unfortunate wives that
displeased Askinadon. There, on an area big enough to contain two footprints, Askinadon forced awife
to stand for hours, sometimes an entire day and night. During the grueling ordedl, the tethered rocsadons
sretched their long necks toward the wife, spitting and gnashing thelr jaws just out of reach, sometimes
by mereinches. Sitting and dangling feet was out of the question, and the women warned each other not
totry it. So far, no one had dipped, no one had falen, but al who'd experienced the post had nearly
done both.

Adrdlalooked up into the hard face of Morchison and sighed. She could see the pleasurein his eyes,
and it wearied her. Even if he believed she was Katera, he would love to be the one to shove her up the
ladder and onto the post, then leave her tottering as he pulled the ladder away. It was easy to imagine his
delight as he unleashed the rocsadons upon her. If given the chance, he might even dare to embed her
scent into afixing cloth, making it nearly impossible to lure the anima away and bring her back down to
safety after sheld served her time. Adrdllaturned her head away.

"Do what you must, Kastak," she said.

Morchison reacted ingtantly. "Don't turn from me, woman!™ he cried, and grabbed afistful of her hair,
yanking her head toward him. "Look & me."

Resigned, she looked back at him. As he held her hair aoft, she watched the anger dip off hisface,
supplanted by alook of surprise. In awave of horror, she redlized that her ear was exposed. She
reached up to free her hair from his grasp, but he was digging into her ear and didodging thetiny Orb. He
dropped her hair and stood back to study the modified Orb in his palm.

"Wdll, I'll be. What do you know?' He glanced at her, astonished, then returned his gaze to the Orb.
"How in the world does a stupid savage like you modify ahigh tech item like this?’

Adrdlafdt hersdf shaking. "l didn't makeit, Kastek. It...wasagift. So that | might have two
Voices...the onein my head and that one."

She gestured to the Orb in hishand. Morchison blinked, his mouth open, then turned to Timoton.



"Get Askinadon. Tell him we need him here. Thiswench has managed to remove the VisOrb and create
an dternate system. Hell want to know about it right away.”

"On my way, Kastak Morchison," Timoton said, and bounded out the door.

Adrelladropped her head and struggled to hold back the tears. All waslost. Surdly, al waslost.

Chapter Fifteen

Therewere no clouds to blanket the sky and shield the trail from the sun's burning rays. Katerawiped
her forehead and dipped off the heavy backpack with Rorken inside, guiding it gently to the ground.
Shamana crouched low and wriggled into the straps, then stood up, her legs shaking. Shelooked as
exhausted as Katerafelt.

"Thank you, Shamana," Katera said, grateful that shed brought her dong. "I'm not sure how | could have
donethisaone. I'm glad you found another wife to watch the children so quickly.”

Shamanaamiled. "And | am so grateful to you."

"Evenif ahorde of rocsadons comes rumbling down thetrall after us?' Kateralaughed, though she
wasn't entirely joking.

"Even s0," Shamanaanswered, quietly.

They resumed their trek down the mountain. Katerawanted to ask Shamana about her life with
Askinadon, but was afraid the conversation would dow them. She picked up her pace, hoping afew
more hours would bring them to the safety of the caves. The Orb in her ear sputtered, and Katerafelt her
heart stop.

Askinadon. Already? A bad sgn. It meant that Adrellahad not been able to detain him long enough. And
Mikolen was not on the summit yet, as planned-they should have passed him on hisway up. Katerallifted
ashaking hand to adjust the volume as Askinadon's voice squed ed into the modified Orb.

Well, well, my dear. It appears that you are halfway down the mountain. Sraying a little far from
home, aren't we?

"Magter, Rorken begged for awalk and..."
A four-hour walk away from the compound without my permission?

Askinadon was shouting, and Katerafelt her heart hammering inside her chest. "P-please, forgive me,
Magter. I'll turn around right away."

Yes, you will turn around...Katera.

Hearing her name, shefélt like sheld been clubbed on the side of her head. Merciful Lupana. He knows
we've switched. He must have discovered the Orb in Adrellas ear.

"What do you mean?' Shetried to sound innocent.

| mean your sister, the mother of Rorken, is paying for both of your sins, your lies, and your
betrayal of my trust.

Adrdla What was he doing to her? Katerafelt the acid rise to her throat. | must stay calm, she reminded
hersdlf, trying to swallow her panic. With every ounce of her will, she forced hersdf to answer with a



steady voice.

"Adrdladid not betray you, Master. She could not wait to see you, that's dl. Shewanted you al to
herself. Can you blame her for that? And then, | begged her to let me see my nephew. | inasted. It wasn't
her fault." The Orb droned into the silence. "What would you have me do, Master? Please, offer mean
opportunity to show you that | am at your service. | will obey in gratitude.”

Another dangerous silence. And then: | am sending a takatak for you. You will return at once.
"| don't have aharness..."
I'll have one strapped to the takatak's leg.
"Asyou wish, Magter."
With afading hiss, the Voice disappeared. Kateralooked numbly a Shamana
"You're shaking," Shamanasaid, grabbing Katera's hand. "What happened?’
"Weve been discovered; we must go back.”
Shamanas eyes widened, and she dropped Katera's hand. *1'm not going back," she said, her tonerigid.

Katera stared, her thoughts tumbling over each other. ™Y ou don't have to. Askinadon is not missing you.
I've told you where the caves are. Go there with Rorken. Mikolen will join you and take you both to his
world with our parents. There, you will dl be safe.”

Shamanalooked into Katera's eyes, searching. "And what of you, Katera? And Adrella? What will
happen to you? And what will Askinadon say if you do not return with Rorken?”

Katerabit her lip. She had no idea. She'd make up some lie about Rorken, and maybe she could soften
Askinadon-somehow-and save Adrellain the bargain. Most likely, though, she was returning to her
desth.

"I'll think of something,”" shetold Shamana, smiling.

From above, the shrill cry of atakatak drifted over them. "Go now," Katerasaid, waving her on with
both hands. "Hurry."

Shamana scrambled down thetrail. Katera watched as she disappeared around the next bend with the
deeping Rorken, hissmall head bobbing loosely in the backpack. A moment later, along shadow
appeared over Katera. She glanced up to see the takatak descending onto the trail from above. It landed
ten feet in front of her with aharness strapped toitsleg.

She edged toward it, eyeing the enormous beak. The bird blinked and turned its head to sudy Katera,
but otherwise did not move as she struggled to release the harness with fumbling fingers over atight knot.
The bird squawked impatiently. Findly, she managed to untieit and free the harness. She did her arms
ingde the straps and fastened the clipsin the front. Walking around the bird to face it, shelay down on
her ssomach. Thetakatak lifted into the air forty feet and hovered over her, itslarge wings pumping
furioudy. Shefelt the wind on her back increase as it descended upon her. Itslarge claws connected to
the harnesswith ajolt.

Suddenly, she wasrising. Shelooked up into the expansive underbelly of the bird and a sea of feathered
blackness. The feathers were dmost indistinguishable from each other. She was six feet off the ground



when she felt something heavy grab onto her feet. She yel ped and looked down.

Mikolen. He was gripping both ankles, hanging on. The takatak, now doubly burdened, wove uncertainly
through the air, dipping dangeroudy before shooting straight up, dmost out of control. For amoment,
Katerathought it would drop them both. Then, to her relief, it stabilized and leveled off. With the extra
load, however, it seemed unableto fly any higher than fifteen feet over thetrail. Mikolen'sfeet cleared the
ground by only afew feet. He grinned up at her sheepishly.

"Thought I'd catch aride the rest of the way up.”
"Mikolen!" she cried, overwhemed with relief. "What took you so long?'

"It took some convincing to get your parentsto leave their hosta and come to the caves. | persuaded
your father to let your mother carvethe VisOrb out of his head. That did it. Then he carved hers out, and
now they're safely hidden inside the caves.”

Katera choked back asob. At least some people she loved were safe. "Thank you." Her gratitude
vaulted insde her, and she dmost laughed until she remembered her own sobering news. "Mikolen,
Askinadon knows. He found out that Adrellaand | switched. He must have found the Orb in her ear.”

Mikolen grimaced. "I know. | just met your friend on thetrail. Shamana gave methe quick version, and |
rushed right up here."

"What should we do? He's got Adrella, and she's being punished.”

A shadow of concern flicked across Mikolen'sface. He nodded. "I'll find her. Do you think you can stall
Askinadon? Do whatever you can to keep him busy." He paused. "Aslong asit's not in his bedroom.”

Katerasmiled. "And how will you find Adrella?’

Mikolen looked up with ablank expression, and Kateraredized that he didn't know. "Just beready," he
sad. "Keep Askinadon off guard. I'll find Adrdla, then I'll find you." They were nearing the summit and
Mikolen surveyed the ground below. "Thisiswhere | get off.” Helooked back at her. "Don't worry,
youll bedl right.”

Kateranoticed alonging in hiseyes. "Thank you," she said. "Oh, and Mikolen?'
"Yegh?'

"You'veredly got to stop grabbing my feet-first theriver, and now this?' Mikolen was laughing ashe
released his grip and dropped onto the dusty trail below. "Ne KamanaYa" she called after him, in the
old language.

| could love you...and maybe | already do , sheredized asher Lan MaKe crackled insde her likea
newly lit fireinitshearth.

With the lightened |oad, the takatak shot up into the sky, up, up, and up until the castle came into view.
The bird reached the courtyard and circled above it. Katera spied Askinadon waiting in the middle with
hisarms crossed. He wore asnarly look. Ah, here goes , Katera thought, as the takatak swept low into
the yard and released her over the pad. She fell with athud, rolled, and stood up with her head bowed,
as Adrellahad taught her.

"Madgter, | havelogt Rorken," she announced, breathlesdy. "He hasfalen from the harness onto the path.
| fear he has perished.”



Askinadon paused, and Katera's heart skipped a beat.

"Isthat right, Katera?' he said, his voice soft and menacing. Inside her chest, achill gripped her. With an
inner twinge, Katerarealized that he meant to harm her. Shelooked up in time to see two Kastaks

rushing toward her from behind Askinadon. "Take her to the pole with her sster," Askinadon instructed,
eyeing Morchison. "Then well find out which Kastak modified those orbs." He turned and walked away.

Chapter Sixteen

Mike dashed between the trees and into the empty courtyard of the lab complex, and then bolted for the
door in the northern wing. There wasjust one item | eft to seize from the second floor of the lab before he
gathered Kateraand her sister and fled Paralon forever. Onelast item.

He needed the EM Sphere. With it, his stargate would be complete. Hed named it Silver Gate after its
dender dlver wals. Silver Gate was ready-it had everything except for the sphere-the one item necessary

to power it.

Mike knew the exact location of the sphere from his previousraids, but never had he dared to lift it from
its sedled container. It would have been missed immediately. The sphere done powered Askin's control
center and the insdious VVoice. He knew Askins had a spare EM sphere, which meant the VisOrbs
would not have been disabled for long. Even so, Askins would have sought the thief with unpardleled
aggression. Mike doubted he would have been able to sted anything elsefor his project after an event
likethat.

No, it had been better to work in secret and let Askins use the exotic matter inthe EM Sphere to power
the control center, until Mike was ready for it. He was ready now. The EM Sphere, though it held more
energy than Askinswould ever use, would provide enough to send Mike and hissmall party to their
destination.

It wasthefirgt time Mike had sneaked into the [ab in broad daylight, and hed never done it without
casing the areathoroughly for Kastaks. Ten years ago, the Kastaks had been technicians working in
Tescali Lab, but sincetheir abduction into thisworld, Askins had transformed them into cruel and churlish
men intent on their own surviva. Though their loydty to Askinswas questionable, his control over them
was not. He had wasted no timeimplanting VisiOrbsinto their heads after they'd arrived in Paralon.
Now, many of those peaceable men had turned into competent killers who would dit another man's
throat in a heartbest.

Mikewas not familiar with their daytime schedules and stations, and as he ducked inside the building, he
half expected to run into one or two of them. Getting caught could ruin everything. If Askins knew that
Mikewasdive, hed know who'd modified the Orb for Adrella. Hed redize that Mike was helping
Kateraand her sster. Nothing Katera could say to Askins would assuage the rage he was sure to fed!
after learning sheld partnered with his archenemy. Not only would Mike lose his opportunity to flee from
this god-forsaken place, but hisincentive for survival would evaporate if he lost the one person who,
lately, made it seem worthwhile.

The hall was empty, and Mike sprinted soft-toed to the end where he turned right up a staircase. On the
second landing of the stairwell, he poked his head around the corner into another hallway. It, too, was
empty. A true sign of uncontested power, he mused: alax guard policy. Askins had littleto fear. In this
primitive civilization, no one existed with enough knowledge to chalenge him. Only the K astaks posed
any semblance of athrest, and Askins kept them tightly reined. The poils of his conquest were hisfor
the taking. Human spoils, Mike thought grimly, and now Katerawas with him.



With renewed haste, he sped to the third door, the one he'd visited so many times before, the one Askins
caled his control room. Swiftly, he played the sequence of humbers on the combination lock that had
kept everyonein Parallon out of the room, except Askins...until now. Mike had created the sequence as
the new Director of Research at Tescdi Lab twelve years ago. Hed entrusted it to only afew of hislead
scientistss who'd worked on Star Gate One with him; including Don Askins, his primary Associate. He
punched the fina number and heard a click. The door opened. He dipped inside, and closed it behind
him.

Infront of him, alarge, trangparent and luminous pand blinked with variousicons. Severa seats
positioned before it reminded him of itsformer purposein 2275 AD. Here, qualified socid workers
obtained entry in order to deliver their gentle promptsto patients of Alzheimer'sand dementia. All thisin
the days before Askins had twisted the entire operation to suit his needs.

Mike did into one of the seats and stared at the pandl, wondering if he could useit to spesk to Katera
before he snatched the EM Sphere and temporarily disabled the network. It'd be good to find out that
Katerawas safe. Probably, Askins had seized her modified Orb, but in case he hadn't, there was no
harm in trying. Scanning the labels on the icons, he found onefor Kastaks, one for Paradlonian males over
twelve, onefor the eders, one for females between seventeen and twenty, another for wives, and dozens
more revealing his system for control over thousands of people. Mike reached up and touched the one
labeled ‘wives. The numbered names of thirty-four women flashed onto the pandl. Kateras namewas at
the bottom, Askinsslatest acquisition. Mike'stemplestightened ashe Stared at it.

It'd be apleasure to defrock this creep, if only he could. Askins had a spare Em Sphere. There'd been
two inthe origind stargate, and Askins had removed both minutes before the stargate was destroyed in
the struggle between them. All other sources of energy were severed when Tescali Lab, with everyone
ingdeit, was yanked into the wormhole. The EM Spheres done powered the lab in Paralon. Without
them, Askins had nothing. Obvioudy though, he would dump the second sphereinto itshomein the
control center the moment he found this one missing. The crazed pervert would live on terrorizing the
lives of every Pardlonian.

Mike reached up and laid afinger on Katera's name. The icon blinked. The channels were open to her
Orb, and if she ill woreit, sheld hear him.

"Katera. Hello, Katera. Areyou there?' A moment lapsed, and Mike heard a dull roar escape from the
speaker. "Kateral" he called, feding desperate. "Please, respond.”

And then asmdll, frightened voice, asked, "Isthat you, Mikolen?
"Yes Areyou dl right?'

A screech filled the background, and Mike recognized the terrifying roar of arocsadon fixed on anew
scent.

"I'm being escorted,” she whispered.

"Where?'

"To the rocsadon's den. We're outsideit.”

A dlent cry erupted in Mike's head. He bit down on hisfear. "I'll beright there," he said.

Without waiting to hear her response, he moved swiftly to the container that held the EM Sphere. With
shaking fingers, he played the combination of numbers and watched as the metallic sections opened likea



blossoming geometric flower. Inside, atranducent bal two inchesin diameter glowed on a customized
pedestal. A perfect sphere, Mike thought as he plucked it from its throne and dipped it into his pocket.

Dashing past the Vis Orb pand and out the door, he noticed al icons were flickering and disappearing
from the surface. If only they were disappearing for good, he thought, as he scrambled down the airs.

On the other side of the lab complex, a shrill screeching from athrong of rocsadons was shaking the
wdls

Chapter Seventeen

Katerawrinkled her nose at the stench coming from the other side of the high sonewall. It was pungent
and acidic like urine, only riper, asif it had been collecting and steeping in the dirt for days. Kastak
Morchison tossed her agleeful look as he did the bolt from thetall gate.

"After you," he said, bowing gracefully, one arm flung toward the pen.

Katera swalowed hard and stepped forward. Stretching her neck through the gate, she peered around
the corner and spied dozens of rocsadons snorting and kneeling on the ground, secured between posts
with thick chains. She'd never seen more than afew of the mongters at atime, and only from adistance.
She stared in awe at the huge bodies as they shifted and swayed. Frozen to the spot, she gawked with a
dark fascination.

A shriek-ahuman shriek-split the air. Squinting, she shielded her eyes and gazed toward it. What she
saw nearly caused her heart to stop.

Adrellawas standing on top of a pole fifteen feet high and afew feet in diameter. Katerawatched in
shock as severa rocsadons thrashed their long necks toward her, gnashing their teeth with aferocity that
only beasts fixed with a scent displayed. Obvioudy, they'd been fixed with Adrellas. From her high
perch, Adrellawas eye leve with them.

Ma Lan Kena Lupana. Oh, Merciful Lupana. She must be looking into their open throats. Each beast
had chains around their back legs that |ed to large winches managed by Kastaks, who kept the
rocsadons out of range. The anima s flung their gaping mouths six feet from Adrela, but could not get any
closer, she noted with some relief.

Then one Kastak threw hisweight onto a handle and released alength of chain. In the next
heart-wrenching moment, the rocsadon at the end of it roared and legpt toward Adrella, coming within
two feet of her face. Adrellascreamed, and in desperation, Katera shouted her name. Adrellacast a
furtive glance in her direction, but was distracted by a second rocsadon, who had aso gained alength of
chain. Thistime, Katera screamed.

Kastak Morchison grabbed Katera's shoulder and pitched her forward onto the ground. While he turned
to close the heavy gate, she scrambled to her feet and sprinted toward Adrella. Ingtantly, she heard
Morchison's heavy footsteps behind her. He grabbed her around the waist and they crashed to the
ground together. She landed on her face with Morchison on top of her.

"What'syour hurry, whore?'

He jumped up and pulled Katera up by the silken shipunta wrapped around her waist. It unraveled as she
stumbled to her feet. Morchison tossed it to the ground and clamped his fingers around the back of her
neck. He shoved her forward, tightened his grip and shook her head back and forth at the scene in front
of them.



"|sthat where you want to go? Huh? Like what you see? Want to join her? That's fine with me, because
that's where you're going." He marched her toward the other Kastak. Asthey neared, Morchison called
out, "Timoton, rein ‘'emin. | got another one."

Timoton nodded, and tugged the winch handle in the opposite direction. Every time one of the rocsadons
paused after alunge, hed pull in alittle more chain until al three were ten feet from the pole on one side.
Timoton ran wide around the animalsto aladder that he picked up and carried to the pole, with Adrela
trembling and whimpering on top. Morchison leaned the ladder againgt the pole, which Katera could now
see wasthe trunk of atree. He shoved Kateratoward it and gave her neck afinal shake.

"Climb, whore," he ordered.

Katerablinked up at Adrdlla, who was staring down with alook of grief. "Katera," shecried. "I'm
sorry...I'm so sorry."

Katera stepped onto the ladder and climbed. As she neared the top, Adrellaheld out a hand. Wobbling
dangeroudy, Katera placed one foot onto the platform while Adrellasteadied her. There was no room to
stand without both of them splaying their feet as they faced each other. Morchison lowered the [adder.
Kater and Adrella clasped hands, struggling to keep from swaying.

"Rorkenissafe," Katerawhispered hoarsdly, bending her knees for better stability. " Shamana has taken
him to the caves. Hell leave with Mikolen and our parentsto asafe place.” Adrellastruggled to swallow
asob, and Kateraknew her sster's heart wasrelieved. "Hell be fine. HE's going to grow intoamanina
world where thereis no Askinadon or Kastaks or rocsadons. He'll be free and happy.” Tearsleaked
from Adrdllas eyes-tears, Kateraimagined, both bitter and sweet.

"Thank you, dear ster,” Adrdllasaid, and kissed her cheek. "For that, you have every ounce of my
gratitude." Adrelareached one hand behind her head and lifted up along necklace. Katera recognized
the smple wooden crescent moon that Adrellahad carved years ago from the wood of the ternok tree. It
was threaded with a single leather string. With one arm gripping Katera's wai s, she raised the other and
let the string dip over the back of Kateras head. The crescent moon fell on her chest. "Thiswill bring you
the luck of Lupana," she said, fingering the moon.

Theluck of Lupana?"Oh! Y ou had it blessed. But you should wesr it, Adrdlla”

Adrdlapressed two fingersto Kateraslips. "No. | would leave thisworld satisfied, except for the fact
that | got you involved in thishorrible mess. Thiswill give you achance, otherwise, you will surely perish.
Askinadon has promised me the rocsadons shdl have their treats.”

Katerashook her head. "First of al, you didn't get me involved without my consent. And secondly, I'd
trade my life for Rorken'sany day. And don't be so sure that either one of uswill perish, either.” Katera
leaned into her ear. "Mikolen's here. HeE's on hisway to us right now."

Before Adrellacould answer, the trunk shuddered from the vibrations of heavy feet pounding into the
ground as three rocsadons charged forward on their newly lengthened chains. Kateraand Adrella
gripped each other as the beasts roared and jostled for the lead. A weakness gripped Katerain her
knees as she held Adredllas trembling body. She stared, strangely captivated, as the beasts rumbled to
within afew feet of them. Their open mouths looked cavernous, their teeth long and needle sharp,
dripping with sdlivalike wet daggers. Asthey flung their wide heads, froth flew from their mouthsin grest
strings, showering both women. The foul-smelling heat from their breath belted Katerain the face.
Adrellaburied her head in Kateras shoulder and wept.

Katera stole a glimpse toward the gate. Still no Mikolen. Where was he? Please, hurry. Her heart



flipped wildly insde her chest. We don't have much time.

Just when she thought it couldn't get any worse, a Rocsdaon bellowed behind her. She swirled around in
time to see Kastak Morchison fixing another anima with apiece of cloth and alarge dose of suderik. The
rocsadon thumped its head into a piece of cloth on the ground. Her body stiffened as she recognized her
own shipunta. The animal lifted the waistband in its mouth with asavage look in its eyes. It reached its
long neck skyward and screeched again. The shipunta, dripping with spittle, fell to the ground where
Morchison snatched it with along tiket. Katera watched spellbound as the rocsadon turned toward her.
Straining forward, it fixed its dark, unblinking eyes on her as Morchison worked furioudy to unwind the
winch that would release more chain. Behind Morchison, she watched with mounting horror as Timoton
carried her shipuntato another rocsadon.

Merciful Lupana.

Adrdlascreamed again, and Katera felt the hot breath of another beast on her elbow. She turned to see
that three rocsadons on the other side were afoot away. Another length of chain and that would be the
end. But no, these rocsadons weren't looking at her. They were fixed on Adrella, their eyesfocused as
they lunged toward her. These rocsadons were not her predators.

She turned back to Timoton. Another rocsadon was thumping its head into her shipunta. So, that wasthe
game: three rocsadonsfor Adrella, and threefor her. Thiswas part of Askinadon's revenge: to unnerve
them before they died.

M orchison worked the chains on the rocsadons designated for Katera as Timoton trotted back to the
winches on the other side. When he reached them, he waited with hands on hips as Morchison played
out hischains until the newly fixed rocsadons were snapping at Katerafrom ten feet away. The noise was
deafening, and the pole vibrated violently as Kateraand Adrella struggled to keep their balance.

"l cantdothigd" Adrdlawailed. "I'mgoingto fal!"
"Hang on! It won't be much longer. Mikolen's coming!”

The pole shuddered again, and Adrdllas foot dipped. She stumbled onto her knee. Another shudder,
and she was off the platform, hanging on by her fingers and clawing the surface. Kateraleaned over and
grabbed her by the hair, jerking her chest and head back onto the platform. She stepped over Adrellas
head s0 that she was straddling it and revived her grip on her hair. There was no way, with al the
shaking, that she could help her sster stand back up onto thistiny platform. She prayed that she could
hold her long enough for Mikolento arrive.

Beneath her, Adrellawas kicking her feet trying to propel hersalf back on top. As her foot jutted out
behind her, arocsadon reached out itslong neck and deftly grabbed it. In aterrifying moment, it tore
Adrdlashrieking from the pole. The rocsadon lowered its neck to the ground, and, for amoment, Katera
thought that it was going to deposit Adrellathere. But then, it whipped its head back, tossing her up, up
and over Kateras head. She flew thirty feet before she came screaming back down, her arms and legs
fanning the air. The rocsadon lowered its neck again-its head bent up at an odd angleto receive her inits
wide mouth.

Lupana, no.

With her eyes frozen on the rocsadon, Katera amost missed what happened next. She sensed it inthe
rush of the body, the long, extended neck, and when she looked again, Adrellawas gone. She had never
reached the mouth of the expectant rocsadon, who was roaring in frustration. Kateraturned her attention
to another rocsadon backing off from the fray. It was chomping its teeth together, its mouth filled with



blood. In one hdlish glimpse, Katera spied addicate, dissmbodied arm inside its mouth. She recognized
the rings on her sister's hand. And then, the horrific vision was gone. The beast threw back its large head,
opened itsthroat, and gulped. In severa spasmodic swallows, the business was done.

Trembling, Kateralowered hersdlf into acrouching position, her eyes glued to the monster as she
struggled to comprehend what had happened. Where was her sister? Did that rocsadon swallow
Adrdla? Wasthat Adrellas blood flowing from its mouth? Katera blinked in disbelief.

Driven by an overdose of suderik and with their primary target gone, the rocsadons formerly fixed on
Adrdlasniffed at the air around Katera. Soon, they too fixed on her. Within the minute, al six rocsadons
thrashed around her, diving vicioudy toward her face againgt their restraints, but Katerawas too numb to
care.

Chapter Eighteen

Mike stormed out of the lab and into the courtyard like acharging takatak. He had little time to reach
Katera Hedidn't think Askinswould kill one of his own wives-they brought him too much pleasure-yet
Adredlasbetraya signaled the ultimate insult to aman who'd grown more egomaniacal astime passed. A
death sentence was not out of the question, and since Askins had sentenced Katera to the rocsadon's
pen, the pendty had likely extended to her. Mike quickened his pace, bolting between the pine treesand
onto the path toward the rocsadons lair...then he skidded to a halt.

Ten feet away, hisarchenemy was waking briskly toward him with his head bent, lost in thought. Mike
attempted to draw back out of sight, but hisfoot crunched over atwig. Askinslooked up, startled.

"Who are you?' he demanded. Mike froze as Askins eyes swept over him, hisface, his cotton pants and
shirt. "You're not from Paradlon," Aksinssaid, in amazement.

"NO_"

Mike stepped onto the path and into full view. Askins moved closer, peering intently. Miketightened his
grip around the knifein hisbelt and waited for recognition to register. Sowly, Askin'sforehead creased
as hiseyebrows floated up, alook of disbdief in hiswidened eyes.

"You," he breathed. "But how?1 killed you. Unless..."

Mike laughed dryly. "No, I have not arrived from aparalel universe. I'm the same Mike Leno you
betrayed on Earth...2275 AD, wasn't it? I'm the same Director of Research a Tescali Lab...that is,
before you killed seven of our scientists and stole Star Gate One.”

Mike's chegks turned hot as he remembered.

"l shot you," Askinssaid. "'l shot you with a Beam 4000. That thing tears holes as big as melons through
people. And | saw your body...your guts were hanging out al over the place.”

"Not my guts" Mike said, wondering if Askinstill carried the deadly Beamer. Those lasers could tunnel
through thick metlon one thousand times more resilient than stedl in asecond. "Trust me, you never shot

"But the blood....| saw your intestines, and animals dragged your body away and devoured it.”

"Y ou saw the intestines of the young kiddik you killed while you were aiming blindly through the trees
tryingto hit me."



Askinsblinked in surprise. "I didn't see akiddik. The blood was on your body..."

"Kiddik blood," Mike repeated, waiting for Askinsto comprehend. "I scooped out the animd's guts from
the hole your laser made, then dragged its body into the brush. | returned to the spot, lay down, and
hoisted the entire mess onto my stomach. The only way to keep you from hunting me down wasto play
dead. After you left | used the gutsto map atrail into the trees, so you'd think animals dragged me off
and you wouldn't look for my remains.”

Askins curled hisupper lip. Y ou were taking quite a chance. I might have shot you again just for good
measure.”

"No, | don't think s0." Mike eyed him carefully. "Thereis no way to recharge those Beamersin this
world. Even the Sphere doesn't work for that-the lab has no energy transfer mechanism. You left al the
compatibles behind when you brought us here. Y ou fire a Beamer a dozen times, and the power's
spent....you weren't going to waste any shots. Y ou couldn't afford to fire at me again." A flash of fear
sparked in Askin's eyes, and Mike knew he'd hit anerve. "Y ep, that was ten years ago. All the Beamers
are dead soldiers by now, right? Must have used them up years ago.” Mike relaxed his hold on the knife.
"Hell, therewere only ten in the lab to begin with."

"Y eah, and you forced me to use the charge of one entire Beamer when you hid behind Star Gate One. |
had to destroy it-1 thought you were hiding on the other side. Our only stargate, and our only hope of
getting out of here. When Star Gate One went up in smoke, the spare EM Sphere went with it. Did you
know it was dtill in there?" Askinslifted hischin. "1 only had time to grab one spherefor the control
center. | never got the other. It was gill inside. Y ou made me doiit, Leno.”

Hesaid thisasif Mike had aimed the deadly shot that had sent Star Gate One splintering into countless
fragments.

Thenit hit him. No extra sphere? That meant that Askin's power base had crumbled . Thelast EM
Spherein existence on this planet was at this moment in Mike's pocket, bumping againgt histhigh. He
smiled as he savored the thought: this was the end for Askins, and the creep didn't even know it.

"But you didn't really care what happened to Star Gate One, did you, Askins? Y ou didn't want to return
to our time, to 2275 AD, because you had no plansto ever leave Pardlon again, isn't that right?" Mike
wondered if Askinswould admit it. "It didn't matter to you whether you kept Star Gate One intact or not.
Getting out of our world and back to the past...to here, Pardlon, was the whole point, wasn't it? To
return with the lab was the plan, because you'd been here before, and it was dl you ever wanted.”

AsKins eyesglazed over. "Sure. Why not? Beautiful virgins...unlimited power."

"And that'swhy you waited twenty-five years before returning to the future and Tescdli Lab, to ravage dl
thevirginsfird, right?"

"What twenty-five years? | was only gone one day in your time." Askinsthrew back his head and
laughed. "One day and two hundred virginslater." He brought his chin down and leveled his gaze at
Mike. "Must have been quite a shock to see an old gray-haired guy when | got back, but at least you
knew Star Gate One worked."

"Yes," Mikesad, quietly. "If only the scientist operating it had been working, too.”

Hedrew in adeep breath, recaling the betraya in full measure. Askins had been entrusted with one of
the greatest missons ever handed to a man-to travel through timein Star Gate One, thefirst Stargate ever
built, to discover other eras and cultures, to collect data, and, after amonth, to return home. He had



pledged to leave the people held visited in peace, and to come home when hiswork was done. Instead,
he'd spent 25 yearsin the past, though it had only been aday in Mike'stime. But in that time frame, hed
ruined an entire village, violaing his oath of non-interference.

When hedid return, he claimed he'd been imprisoned and forced to work in adave labor camp. Mike
believed him even asthe others questioned it by pointing to his soft hands and fat belly-not the physical
profile of aprisoner, they said. Y et Mike staunchly defended him, until they pulled the telescan recorder
from the targate the next day, revealing the undeniable truth. Hordes of Paralonianswere seeninthe
recording asthey surrounded the stargate, yelling obscenities and cursing Askins tyranny.

Before the authorities in 2275 had a chance to arrest him, Askin'srepositioned Star Gate One's
electronic magnetic plates to encompass the entire lab. When he activated the exotic matter in the EM
Sphere, the wholelab and every scientist and technician within it at that moment was spirited six thousand
yearsinto the padt...to Parallon.

Mike shook his head in disgust as he recalled the events afterward: the needless and ruthless killing as
Askins promptly shot every scientist with one of the Beamers recovered from his prearranged secret
gtash. They'd dl been killed except Mike, who escaped by feigning his death. Askins had then secured
his position of power by locking the sphere into the control center for the VisOrbs. The technicians,
herded earlier from the wrong side of a Beamer into alocked room during the melee, were forced to
accept the VisOrbsinto their foreheads one by one, collectively sedling their fate as members of Askin's
dave army. Mike studied the hard look in the eyes of the older man, aman who had once been hisown
age...aman who had once been hisfriend.

"Tel me, Askins, I'm alittle curious. Just how hard wasit for you to forget every shred of trust and faith
that everyone a Tescdli placed inyou?!

"It was easy. So what? Tescdi never did anything for me.”

"An Associate Directorship wasn't doing anything for you? Being the first human to travel through time
wasn't good enough?'

Askinslaughed. "Petty stuff. No, | never got first prize. It was dways you. Starting with our graduating
class at that venerable old ingtitution, M.I.T. Y ou took the top honors. Then, you werethefirst to publish
those oh-so-laudable groundbreaking papers on timetravel. If that weren't enough, you were made the
first Director of Tescai Lab, and you were only 25 years old. Unprecedented. Then, of course, you had
to be thefirst person to actualy build aworking stargate.”

"Isthat what thisis about? Me being first?"

"No. Not any more. Once | discovered Parallon, none of that mattered. Hell, | didn't need to prove
mysdf here. In Pardlon, | wasking. All do my bidding. | had everything: servants, daves, women...oh!
The women! And the feadts: the wine, music and dance, jesters, al the entertainment aman could
possibly wish for. | was having the time of my life. It was the perfect world, until..." Hisface clouded
over.

"Until thet. .. little rebdlion?' Mike asked.

Askins sraightened his carriage. "It wasnt little. Half the men in the village came after me. They stormed
my villaone night. | barely got out with my life. It'sagood thing | kept Star Gate Onein working order. |
jammed that thing back to 2275 AD inahurry.”

"Y eah, the telescan tapes showed us everything.”



"The second time in Parallon was much better." Askins eyes sparkled with twisted joy.
"No great feat when you bring the entire lab and dl its technology with you.”

Askinssmiled. "Y eah, you can only get so far threatening people with mere weapons. | couldn't wait to
get back here with the VisOrb Control Center." Askinslooked elated, asif he knew his story was
torturing Mike. "Ruling over Parallon was about to become as easy as stralling in the sunshine. With the
orbs, | knew I'd have the fear and respect of every man, woman, and child." Askins face flushed ashe
rubbed one hand over thefist of the other. "Read afew minds and everyone bowsto anew god. No one
dared to chalenge me thistime around.” He shook hisfigt for emphasis.

"S0, you started over.” Mike said, recdling that Kateraand Adrellahad no memory of Askins before ten
years ago.

That meant that Askins had arrived in Parallon moments after hisfirst arrival twenty-five yearsearlier.
Sinceit'simpossibleto coexist with onesdlf in the same time period, the wormhole for Star Gate One had
warped and created aparalld universe where there would not be two Askins. The new Paralon they
were now in had been created when Askins bent the fabric of time by arriving smultaneoudy with his
other sdlf, the one who was twenty-five years younger. Mike narrowed his eyes.

"No one in the new Paralon knew who you were, did they? Because you had never been here, inthis
new universe.

Ironic , Mike mused. Somewhere in another universe, adifferent Parallon existed without Don Askins, a
Paralon with villagers that had overthrown him and were ableto live in peace.

"Yeah, | could have come back and taken up where | |eft off, but the villagers would have known me as
the guy they had overpowered. They'd have known the Vis Orbswere only adevice. My power
would've been compromised. If they had no prior memory of me, I'd be able to convince them | wasa
god. A god who could enter their minds and read their thoughts." Askinslaughed, hiseyesglowing. "l
have dl the power | need. | even have my own little army thistime around. Those mild mannered
technicians make surprisingly good Kastaks, don't you think?"

"The scientists you murdered would have made good Kastaks, too."

Wondering if the man had any remnant of a conscience left, Mike asked quietly, "Why'd you kill them,
Don?Wasit really necessary? Greg Kurtz, Walt Schneider, Lon Sandersen, Jaime Sanchez...dl of
them. MariannaLennon, Rito Vargas, Jamieson Williams....they weredl your friends. Why did you kill
your friends?"

Askinsgrinned, showing hisyellowed teeth. "Firg, they were scientists, not friends. And scientists know
too much. Eventually, one of them would have done something to modify the VisOrb sysem so it
wouldn't work. They had the knowledge. If anyone was going to overpower me, it would've been one of
them.”

Mike paused, staring at the man he thought he had once known. *Maybe one of them aready did.”

He knew that Askins hadn't discovered the missing sphere, and he couldn't resist planting a seed of
doubt. Askins studied Mike carefully, and dropped hisjaw.

"You." Heraised afinger a Mike. "Y ou modified the Orb in Adrellas ear." Once again, anger flooded
into Askins eyes, crowding out any semblance of reason. "Why are you helping them? Arethey giving
you favors? Y ou keep your hands off. They're mine. They're my wives, you greedy sonofabitch.”



"Nowifeisawifeif sheisforced to wed. They do not belong to you.”

A rocsadon's squedl punctured the air, and Askins gave him awicked grin. "In avery short while, they
may not belong to me...or anyoneese."

Mike's blood curdled. "What have you done?"

Askinsgavealow laugh. "I thought it was nice of meto allow them to ride out their terror together.
They're on the pole. Do you know of this pole from your clandestine forays past the pen? Hm? Ah, | can
seethat you don't," he added, when Mike frowned. "Well, allow meto explain.”

Askins reveded the plan to feed the rocsadons chains out until the beasts had plucked both Adrellaand
Katerafrom their perch. The blood drained from Mike's face, and while Askins laughed, he pulled his
knife and sprang toward him. Asif expecting the move, Askins pulled an object from a sheath secured to
hisbelt. Just in time, Mike pulled up short in front of the narrow muzzle of ashiny Beamer pointed
draight at hisbelly.

"That's close enough, Leno." Askinsraised the gun higher, so that the red laser spot from the rangefinder
landed in the middle of Mike's chest. ™Y eah, you're right about the Beamers being dead, al except for
thisone. | saved one, just in case. So drop the knife.” Mike let the knifefdl to the ground, and Askins
grinned. "Thisisal | need to put you under, just like you should have been put under ten yearsago.” His
eyes danced with amixture of madness and delight. "' Say good-bye, Leno, and don't depend on any
kiddik saving your assthistime."

He hadn't finished the sentence before Mike dove at hisknees. In aflash, Askinswas on hisback in the
dirt with Mike gripping the wrist that held the Beamer. Askins pounded the Side of Mike's head with his
free hand and bit into his shoulder, but was no match for the younger, fitter man. Mike wrested the
Beamer from him and scrambled to hisfeet, his shirt torn, his shoulder bleeding. He plucked hisknife
from the dirt and shesthed it, keeping the Beamer trained on Askins head. Askins swiveled into an
upright position, spotted the Beamer in Mike's hand, and scuttled backward in the dirt on hisebows, his
eyes focused on the weapon.

Holding the Beamer firm, Mike glanced a the window inits side pandl to check on the number of
charges|eft. Only one remaining shot registered, but it was enough. ..enough to rid the universe of one
vile sonofabitch for good. He raised the gun to Askins head. Mike had never killed aman before, but felt
no qualms abouit killing thisone. If ever anyone had lived without a shred of decency or redemptionin his
bones, thiswas the guy. Mike took careful aim.

"I wouldn't do it-you're going to need that charge. Listen." Histone held an edge of desperation. Mike
cocked an ear in spite of himsdlf. "Listen to the rocsadons.”

Theroarsfrom asmall horde of the beasts glided over the treetops. Alarmed, he redlized he was aso
fedling vibrations through his feet. These animaswere not on aroutine feeding exercise-they were raging.

"Y ou're going to need that charge,” Askins said again. "There are Six rocsadons fixed on those girls. The
Kastaks weretold to let them feast. If you hurry, you might save them. But you're going to need the
Beamer. Y ou know nothing ese will stop arocsadon fixed on a scent.”

Mike's adrendin erupted into high gear as he steadied the gun on Askins. What if he wasn't telling the
truth? Could he take that chance? The thought of Katerain danger filled him with more dread than held
ever known. He must do everything in his power to save her. Little el se mattered.

AsKins, senaing hisdistress, rolled into the trees and raced away. Mike didn't follow him. Therewasn't



time, and Askinswas right. He might need the one charge. Hed dedl with Askinslater. The man had no
more power anyway-Mike had the sphere. As Askins footsteps galoped away, Mike whedled around
on the path and sped toward the rocsadon'’s pen, clutching the Beamer.

Chapter Nineteen

Kateras mind had gone blank, more from shock than fear. She stood on top of the pole, obliviousto the
thundering beasts charging at her from all sdes. The pole swayed and shook, and still her face registered
nothing. Her knees bent automatically with the movements, asif she were standing in aboat on a choppy
lake. At the other end of the pen, ashout erupted over the roaring rocsadons. Something inside her
dirred. Again, the shout.

It was her name. Who was cdling her name? From adistant place in her brain, she recognized the voice.
A smdl ember, awarmth glowed insde her chest asher Lan MaKe szzled to life. Mikolen. 1t was
Mikolen...he had come. Suddenly aware of the long, sharp teeth snapping around her head, she
shrieked.

"Mikolen!"
"Kateral Don't move. I'm coming.”

She switched her head asfar round as she could to see him. He was running full speed toward her,
kicking up astorm of thick dust behind him.

"Mikolen! Be careful, the Kastaks."

Asif on cue, Kastak Morchison yanked the brake on hiswinch and signaed Timoton to do the same.
Both men waited, their eyesfixed on Mikolen, who had dowed as he approached Katera. Just out of
reach of the rocsadons, he looked up, his face contorted with worry.

"Hang inthere! The brakesare on. The rocsadons can't get to you unlessyou fal."

Kateranodded and turned her attention back to the beasts, who had not quit their incessant lunging. Out
of the corner of her eye, she watched Mikolen approach Kastak Morchison. Mikolen walked swiftly.
She spied something in his hand. Morchison was watching him carefully, and as Mikolen came within six
feet of the Kastak, Morchison reached one hand toward the winch brake and held up the other for
Mikolen to stop.

Mikolen paused, hisfeet apart, knees bent, and shoulders rounded. He held a Beamer in one hand,
pointed at Morchison. She'd heard of thisweapon. Only Askinadon had them, and they were
powerful-capable of blowing large, solid objectsinto smithereens . Lucky Lupana. Where and how had
he gotten it?

She studied him more closdly. His hair was mussed, hisface dirty, and his shirt torn at the shoulder and
stained red. He was bleeding. What had happened? Had he fought Askinadon to get the Beamer? In her
periphera vision, she redlized no one was standing at Timoton's post on the other side. Whered he go?
Alarmed, she moved her head around until she spotted Timoton. He was sneaking up on Mikolen's
backside.

Cupping her hands to her mouth, she shouted, "Behind you!™

Mikolen swirled around and faced Timoton, who stumbled backward when he spied the Beamer, now
pointed a him. Mikolen edged away bringing both Kastaks into range, swiveing the muzzle back and



forth between them. She couldn't hear their voices, but she saw Mikolen freeze as Morchison's hand
wrapped around the brake that would release the chain, alowing arocsadon to reach her.

Then Mikolen did something astonishing. He wedged the Beamer insde his belt. His hands were empty.
Why did he do that? Didn't he want to shoot Kastak Morchison?

He reached insde his pants pocket and pulled out. ..abdl? A smal, luminous bal filled hispam, but it
wasn't made out of clay or carved from wood like the ones she knew-you could see through this one. It
was S0 smooth, like nothing sheld ever seen. It shimmered in the shadows asif its luminosity were
self-contained. Mikolen held it up for the Kastaks to see, gestruing. Both Kastaks |ooked astonished.
Timoton stared with his mouth open, and Morchison removed his hand from the brake and inched
forward, staring at it. Mikolen popped it back into his pocket and pointed south toward the trail that led
down the mountain. Both Kastaks approached Mikolen listening intently. They did not attack him. What
wasgoing on?

A roar and ascuffling at the other end of the pen, and all three men's heads turned toward it. She saw
their eyes grow wide. Unable to contain her curiosity, she turned on her pedestal, careful to keep her
armslocked at her sdes and away from the snapping heads. At the other end, near the gate, she spied
Askinadon. He was working with a chained rocsadon, tossing apiece of cloth in front of it, fixing the
animd. She wondered who was getting thefix thistime.

Then she remembered. ..Mikolen's shirt was torn. She looked back a him. Y es, the missing piece
looked like the cloth Askinadon was using. Mikolen gestured toward Askinadon as the two Kastaks
bent in ahuddlein front of him. With nods dl around, both Kastaks bolted toward the gate. They ran
wide dong thewalls on either Sde, asif to make room for the rocsadon that was sure to charge down
themidde.

Shelooked back at Askinadon. He was racing from post to post unlocking each chain with the tiket until
the stsomping anima stood free. For asecond it froze, asif stunned by itsfreedom. Then the large heed
swiveled on itslong neck. Nothing € se moved but that enormous head. When it stopped, it was staring
wild-eyed at Mikolen. The great chin lifted skyward, the neck stretching up and up as the mouth opened.
It sucked in ahuge breath. The screech that followed sent Katera's hands flying her ears. The battle cry
of arocsadon was unmistakable.

The cry ended, and the rocsadon thundered down the middle of the pen bellowing and heading for
Mikolen, gtirring up a plume of dust behind it. Kateratried to scream, but her throat snapped shut. She
couldn't beer it...not again...it was too much. First Adrella, and now Mikolen. Merciful Lupana. No.
She drew her trembling fingers over her mouth, staring hel plesdy a Mikolen. Why wasn't he running
away? Maybeif heran, he could scaethewall...get over it somehow. No one stood a chance against a
fixed rocsadon. She must tell him to flee. She opened her mouth, and thistime, found her voice.

"Mikolen, run!"

But he did not. Instead, he lifted the Beamer from his belt, his eyes glued onto the rocsadon. Yes. In her
panic she had forgotten the weapon. With aquickening heart, she watched the rocsadon asit rapidly
closed the distance between it and Mikolen.

Shoot now. Shoot!

Mikolen held the Beamer steedy, hisarm fully extended and trained on the anima. When she thought it
was too late-when the creature had begun to lower its neck to capture Mikolen-hefired. A thin line of
red light legpt from the Beamer and landed on the chest of the charging rocsadon. Therewas asizzling
noise, and the animal let out a surprised squed before agreat popping sound filled the air, and chunks of



flying flesh shot outin all directions

Katerapulled her arms over her head asit rained small gobs of meat near her. It probably only lasted five
seconds, but it felt like an eternity as the pieces plopped into the dust. After amoment of silence, she
peered through the crook of her arm and looked around. Tissue bits covered the ground everywhere. A
large piece of the carcasslay in apuddle of blood twenty feet from her post. The explosion had silenced
the rocsadons surrounding her, but only for amoment. In the next ingtant, they were thrusting toward her
again. Shelooked over a Mikolen, who picked himsdlf up off the ground and tossed the spent Beamer
over hisshoulder. He waved at her.

"I'm going to pull them back!" he shouted, pointing at the rocsadons.

She nodded and turned back to the Kastaks, who had each grabbed Askinadon under an armpit and
were marching him toward Mikolen. Askinadon was snarling and kicking. They dropped him onto the
ground face down, snatched hiswrists, and dragged him.

The clatter of chains caught her attention and she turned in time to see one of the rocsadons sumbling
backward toward the winch. Mikolen's muscled arms swelled as he leaned into the crank and reined it in,
little by little. He heaved and shoved the crank until the anima was twenty feet awvay from her, then he
secured the brake, and headed for the next winch. The Kastaks, with Askinadon cursing between them,
looked on as Mikolen reined in each anima in the same manner.

At lagt, freed from the clashing beasts around her, Kateralowered herself on the post to asitting position
with her legs dangling over the sde. Mikolen retrieved the ladder and brought it to her. Sliding it up
againg the post, he climbed up until he faced her.

"Mikolen."

She stopped, unsure of what to say next. Then he did something that made her dizzy. He picked up her
hand and kissed it.

"| wasafraid...so afraid | wouldn't get to you intime," he said, hisvoice choking.

Sheran afinger through his hair and swalowed hard. She sorely wished she didn't have to tel him the
next piece of news. "Mikolen, Adrdla..." Her voice strangled on her Sster's name.

"I know." Helifted ahand to stroke her cheek. "I'm so sorry."

"It'snot your fault,” she assured him, but the memory was fresh, and she couldn't stop the tears from
spilling over. "Look," she said, pulling the crescent moon from her neck and cradling it in her hand. "She
gave methis; it's blessed with the grace of Lupana. That'swhy | lived and she..."

Again, Katera could not finish and looked at Mikolen helplesdy. He wrapped hisarms around her and
she wept with her head on his shoulder. She wanted to let go and sob like a baby, but they were not out
of danger. Over his shoulder, she spied Askinadon and the Kastaks on the ground watching them
carefully. She pulled awvay.

"How did you know that Adrellahad...that arocsadon..."
"Jm Morchison and Tim Tonnely told me what happened.”
Adrellascrunched her brow. "Who are they?"

Mikolen tossed his head toward the Kastaks. "Those are their real names, their namesin my world. Like



me, they changed them to suit the nomenclature for the males of Paralon.”
"Do they know you?"
"Y es, but they thought | was dead. I've been hiding for ten years."

Kateraglanced at the Kastaks and back at Mikolen. "They are very bad men, Mikolen. | thought they
were going to kill you. Why didn't they?'

Mikolen leaned into her ear, his breath warm and sweet. "Because | promised them | would take them
home, away from Pardlon. They hate thislife. Askinadon has forced themto liveit. But now they have a
choice, and they want to go."

"They cannot go free. They have been too crue to my people.”

Katerafdt her cheeks burn. Surely, Mikolen was not going to help these evil men-they had alowed the
rocsadonsto reach Adrella.

"I know," he whispered. "But right now we need them. And they need me. They can't get out of Paralon
without Silver Gate, and we can't get out of this pen without their help.” He gave her along look. "And
theré's something else, Katera." He paused. "This may change your mind about coming to my world, but
you deserveto know..."

She had no desire to imagine alife without him and felt her heart sink. "What do you mean?"

He drew in adeep breath and looked her hard in the eyes. "Askins has no more power. The VisOrb
control center isdisabled. | hadn't planned on this or expected it, because | thought there was a second
EM Sphere, but Askinadon told meit's been destroyed.” He paused. "Do you understand what this
means? Y our people arefree. The Voice...it'sgoneforever."

Kateraclosed her eyes. Kam Lan Lukora? Could it betrue? At last, her people free? Freeto live,
work and play? For amoment, she couldn't wait to tell Adrella-to shareit with her the way they shared
everything. Then, she remembered, and her joy crumbled away. The shock of Adrellas death surged
through her anew.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Adrellawas gone for good. A wave of grief mounted inside her and crashed
onto her senses, flooding her with an acute emptiness. She wanted Mikolen to hold her...tight...let him
strangle out the hurt. No, no, no. She could not afford to fal apart; they were not yet safe.

In desperation, she turned her thoughts to Rorken. She till had him-Adrellais only child. Yes. She must
hold herself together for the boy. Shewould raise him as her own. Rorken would grow up in afree
society where he could learn things and grow happily into adulthood. . .free to think his own thoughts and
fed ashewished. For him, there would be no threat of intimidation-he would be hisown man. The
legacy of Adrellas son would be afearless one. Her Sster would have cherished thisfor him, even over
her own life. Rorken. She had Rorken.

Kateraopened her eyes and looked at Mikolen. His eyes held a mixture of concern and
compassion...shefdt hersdf faling into those bottomless pools of sparkling liquid lights. And you,
Mikolen. I will hang on for you, too. Asif reading her thoughts, he reached out a hand and touched her
cheek.

"Mikolen," shewhispered. "I know what freedom can bring for me and my people. And Adrellas son."

Mikolen nodded, asif he understood what she wasfedling. "Y ou sill have your sster's heart in that boy,"



he said. Then he cast afurtive glance at Askinadon. "I know it's hard, but we have get down...now. Will
you be okay?'

He held out both hands. She had much to say to him, but thiswas not the time. His strong arms
beckoned her into them. She allowed her body to dip next to his as he wrapped one arm around her
waist, and with the other, guided them down the ladder.

"l want you to go outside the gate and wait for me there," he whispered. "1 have one more detail to
attend, then we can return to the caves.” Hethrew his chin in the direction of the gate. "Go, and wait for
rre.ll

"What are you going to do?'
Mikolen gave her afirm look. "Y ou don't need to seethis. Please, go."

Katera peered over at Askinadon, who was pleading for mercy from the Kastaks. She glanced back at
Mikolen. He gave her aknowing look. Katera turned away and walked briskly back to the gate. Behind
her, she heard the choking sobs of unmitigated fear as Askinadon considered hisimpending fate. She
heard Mikolen's footsteps as he gpproached A skinadon.

"Ah, no, no, Mike! For old time's sake. Come on...hey. We went to school together...remember?
Y ou'reagood guy, Mike. Aw, you're agood guy. Y ou don't hurt people. Mike. Mike? Mike, noooo!"

Katerawanted to turn around, wanted to race back and vent her ten-year-old anger on this demented
assassin, but she forced hersdf to keep waking. Mikolen didn't need her interference. As she neared the
gate, she heard the long, shrill cry of afixed rocsadon asit drowned out the enfeebled wails of
Askinadon. Before leaving the pen, she stole aglance backward-just in time to see Askinadon seized by
the rocsadon and tossed like astick into the air.

His scream was deep as he hurtled skyward, then piercing and high-pitched as he shot back down. The
rocsadon caught him by the arm just before he hit the ground, but it tore loose in the beast's mouth.
Askinadon fell into the dirt below with a sickening thud. There he writhed awkwardly, struggling with one
arm to get up. The rocsadon lowered its head until it was poised above historso. Gingerly, it scooped
Askinadon's body between its teeth, and then yanked its neck into the air like awhip. At the apex of its
thrust, it opened its mouth and A skinadon careened back into the sky, howling again. Thistime, ashe
dropped down, the rocsadon snatched him from the air in its open mouth and swallowed him whole.

In aflash Askinadon was gone. Theformer ruler and god of Paralon...gone.
Nik erpen pan yana. Not for wasting farewells.

Sttisfied, Katera dipped out the gate, leaned back against the ssone wall, and drew in along breath. She
wanted to think alone while she had the chance.

Everything was different now. Her people were no longer subject to Askinadon'srule. For thefirst time
inten years, they would be free to create a new government, elect new leaders. The prospect of peace,
the opportunity for everyonein Parallon to thrive, had arrived.

Katera pictured the happy hubbub of busy roadsfilled with merchants in hoshdel -pulled wagons on their
way to the market, young children skipping off to school, the older onesto work. It would be likeit used
to be-the way she remembered it as achild. Shops would open as free enterprise blossomed in their
village. Teenagerswould soak up new skillsworking as apprentices under master tradesmen. Schools
would spring up to teach young people math, agriculture, and reigion. . .the old rdigion. And the



language-they would learn the language of Lupanaonce again. Men and women would fal in love
freely-and marry. What bliss-no one coerced to take amate. Those days were gone forever.

Kaeradghed to think of it. Families growing, the village expanding, maybe even into neighboring
meadows. Her parents would not want to leave Parallon now. The Parallon of old was back, the one
they cherished. They would want her to stay, too, with Rorken of course, and pick up their livesina
world they remembered and loved. For them, Mikolen's offer to escape to the future was no longer
attractive or necessary.

She would haveto stay. It was her duty. That much was clear. Her family needed her, especidly after
losing Adrdlathey would need her desperately. And she needed them, but what did that mean for her
and Mikolen?Would he leave Pardlon. ..and her? She didn't think she could endure his absence from
her life. With acertainty that tugged a her heartstrings, she knew she bel onged with him. She could no
longer deny it-she needed him, too.

The choice seemed too impossible to consider. It made her head throb and she squeezed her eyes, trying
to shut out the pain. How could she have it both ways? Maybe she could convince Mikolen to quit his
dream and stay-to live with her and Rorken and Mamaand Papa herein Paradlon...but would he be
willing to give up the home he had worked so hard to get back to? Would he abandon the Silver Gate
after working on it for ten long years? Even if he did, how long could he ignore his home when he had the
capability to propel himsdf back to it? Home. ..a place where everything would be familiar and
comfortable for him-a place where he belonged. Did she even dare ask him to consider such asacrifice?

Oh, Mikolen. Ne mana ya, ne mana ya. There was no mistaking how she felt anymore. Shewasin
love, and her heart ached to think that she might lose him.

Chapter Twenty

Miketurned away after Askins dropped to the ground, ajagged hole yawning in the place where hisarm
had been. Tim Tonnely and Jm Morchison, the former Kastaks, laughed coarsely and pointed as they
worked the winches, throwing their weight into the cranks to feed the rocsadon more chain, giving it
plenty of room to attack. Mike walked behind the Kastaks to wait until it was over. He didn't care to
watch. Histurned histhoughtsto Katera.

She had alot to think about. So did he. Though he'd been pleased to announce the liberation of Parallon
from Askins tyranny, asinking feding told him that Kateraand her family would want to stay and build a
new Paralon. There was much to do, and they'd want to help, of course. Phenomenal growth would grip
the villagein ahappy frenzy for yearsto come-thered be remodeling and the construction of new
schools, markets, government buildingsfor the elders, librariesfor their primitive books, healing houses
for the sck. And they'd build new homes everywhere as their numbers grew.

A vaiety of jobsto sustain the infrastructure would arise, aswell, with work flourishing for architects and
masons, leaders and paliticians, judges and men of law, herba doctors and medicine men, teachers,
artisans and tradesmen. Theidea of immersing themsdlvesin al that activity would beirresstible for
Kateraand her family, asit would befor al Paralonians. Hell, even Mike wanted to stay and help. To be
truthful, however, he had another reason, afar more powerful reason, for wanting to stay.

The reason had green eyes and long hair that tumbled, soft and dark in voluptuous curls down a pair of
ddlicate a'ms. The reason moved with the grace of ameadow doe. The reason had breath that smelled
like the sweet sap of theripened lidalavine. And every time the reason smiled, Mike felt his heart thump,
asif thiswere the reason held been born.



Mike sighed. How had it cometo this? It used to be so smple. He'd had a mission with nothing to
digtract him, but after meeting Katera, hed lost something...what wasit? His momentum-hed lost his
momentum. His motivation had screeched to agrinding hat. Good thing the project was nearly complete,
except for the EM Sphere. He fingered the dippery orb in his pocket. He doubted he would have built
Silver Gateif hed met Katerafirst. Damn. Without any effort his heart had taken over and madethe
gargate lessimportant than. ..her. When did that happen? At what point, exactly, did he start wanting to
be wherever she was? He wasn't sure. He only knew that he felt willing to giveit up-all the years of
waiting and building and pilfering materials and supplies-the whole stargate dream. . .willing to quit it just
to be with her.

So, how much better did that make him than Askins? Askins had made hisinvolvement with the people
more important than the mission. Hed done the unthinkable-hed interfered in a negative fashion. Hed
used hisknowledge to endave an entire people. Mike was on amission, too. In hismind, he heard the
oath that every scientist at Tescali Lab had chanted dutifully before the board and its members. They'd
been sworn in one a atime after agreeing to work on Project Stargate. The words to the pledge drifted
through his head like an old recording:

| swear upon my lifethat | shall uphold all values of integrity and esteem held dear by the
members of Tescali Laboratory and the Board of Directors. If | travel to other placesintime, in
reverence of all people, | hereby swear not to interfere. | will collect data and evidence and bring
it back to the Tescali Laboratory in 2275 AD, or the equivalent present time as soon as possible
for the purpose of study and scholarly reflection. | swear to leave all people and their civilizations
intact, exactly as | find them, except to advert calamity or disaster instigated by myself or another
member of Tescali Laboratory, either willfully or accidentally. | will keep my purpose and mission
inmind at all times: to 1) bring back evidence that substantiates a successful traverse through
time, 2) practice peaceful non-interference with any cultures, past or future, and 3) return
promptly to Tescali Laboratory when the mission is complete.

True, he hadn't traveled through time by choice; he'd been abducted by a madman. Ten years had
passed since held been home, but did that diminish his purpose? He had built Silver Gate to keep good
his oath and return to the lab with the data. His allegiance to the men and women of Tescali was sedled,
and hewould not break hisword. He had no choice. He had to go home, back to histime. He could not
abandon the plan that others had entrusted to him. Especialy after Askins betrayal.

Nor could he forget that he had a duty to perform in the name of the seven murdered scientists-his
friends-aduty to return and report everything. Their widows and widowers deserved to know the truth.
Asit dawned on him what he must do, he understood thiswould end the budding romance between him
and Katera. He must forget al hope of alife with her. The thought of it snagged him like aspear to his
gut, and he clutched his chest. He had to get through this. He must somehow get through this. He had a
duty to perform. He would force himsdlf through it, step by numbing step.

The sudden absence of screamstold Mike that the rocsadon had finished its dirty business. He turned to
see Morchison and Tonnelly tethering the animal asit swayed back and forth on the chains, looking
extremely agitated. Probably too much suderik. Reluctantly, Mike alowed the former Kastaksto follow
him outside the pen to join Katera. As Morchison and Tonnelly recanted the gorging of the rocsadon
play by play, Mike redlized that eventualy he was going to have to dedl with these two. Therewas no
place for them in afree society, neither here nor back home. When he brought them back to Earth 2275,
he'd have to notify the authorities and have them arrested. Their crimes againgt humanity wererelevant in
both Parallon and hisworld.

As he rounded the corner, his eyes met Katera's, and he knew from the dight redness that she'd been



crying. Hefet the pain in her heart with ajolt in hisown. Shelooked log, asif she didn't know what to
do. Was shewaorried about her family? Her future? Was she grieving for Adrdla? Whatever was causing
her anguish, he wanted to make it stop.

"Katera, I..." Hepulled her to him and tucked his chin over her head. A strangled noisefdl out of her
throat, asif it wasal too much. "Don't worry. There are wonderful things ahead for you and your family.
Youwill hed intime. Youwill thriveand livealong, long life."

Kateralooked up a him, her eyes spilling over. "Mikolen, my family will want meto stay in Parallon with
them and Rorken.”

"I know." Heforced himsdlf to speak softly, though he wanted to shout from the pit of his stomach: Don't
leave me!

"But | don't want to stay without...you, Mikolen."

Mike lurched in surprise. What was she saying? Did she mean it? Was she suggesting that she leave her
family to go with him? On wings of soaring hope, he grabbed both her hands.

"Then comewith me," he whigpered, turning his back on Morchison and Tonndly. "Come with meto my
world, and | will take care of you for the rest of our livestogether." Mike cupped her handsinside his
and pulled them to hischest. "Katera..."

Hewanted to ask her...what? Oh, God, that was it. He searched her eyes. Ah, those eyes. The color of
seawaves backlit by the sun. What he would give to bring this promise of happiness with him! He would
doit now...yes. Hewould ask her to marry him, right now. He would tell her that heloved her, that he
would love her dways. Even with Morchison and Tonnelly standing two feet behind him, he was ready to
say it. There was no time to search for the right place, the perfect moment. If he didn't say it, she might
belost to him forever. He wasready ... but she was pulling away. What?

"Mikolen..." He saw the look in her eyes and with aflash of understanding, let go of her hands. His
hopes plummeted. "Please, | must stay here. | cannot leave Parallon.” She reached out ahand and
placed it over hisheart. " You say here with me "

Mike thought his heart couldn't plunge any lower, but it dropped through the bottoms of hisfeet.
"l cannot," hesad, "I..."

His mouth froze open. He knew he should explain-he should say more, but he could not find the proper
words. No words existed to describe the desolation he was fedling.

"Stay with me," Katerarepested. " Stay with me and help usrebuild Pardlon. Stay."

That wasimpossible, but Mike could not bring himsdlf to tell her. He swallowed hard and drew her to
him, wrapping hisarms around her dender frame. He held her tightly, afraid to let go. Behind him,
Morchison and Tonndly were whispering and shifting. He had no desire to surrender this moment.
Kateramust have felt the same way, because she was tightening her grip around his neck. He heard a
muffled sob, her head buried in his chest, and he pressed hislipsinto the top of her head, feeding on her
desperation and offering hisown.

Too soon, hefet arough hand on his shoulder, and Morchison's gravelly voice, thick with suspicion.

"Hey! C'mon. We gottago. Y ou promised us atrip back home. Remember?’



Reuctantly, Mike loosened his grip on Kateraand turned to face Morchison. "Do we have some kind of
emergency? Y ou've dready been herefor ten years. Do you think you can handle another five minutes?!

Morchison glowered, his eyes hardening. Mike turned back to Katera. Her eyeswere glued on his.

"Stay," she repesated.

Mike cupped her chin with his hand. How was he going bresk the news? How did one present such a
find farewdl? Well, Katera, not only must | leave, but this|l be it for us, so please don't wait for
me. You'll grow old and gray without me.

He wanted to turn away, avoid the pleading look in her eyes. Shelooked so...hopeful. He searched his
brain for any vestige of an ideathat would keep them together, but he could see no way out of thisone.
The oath was clear. Since cdamity and disaster were no longer driving the lives of her family, he could
not justify staying in Parallon-the policy of non-interference was etched in granite. He had to go.

"Katera," he began.
The pain exploded on the side on his head as something hard and cold connected with his skull.

He heard Katera scream as he sumbled sideways into the dirt. He landed in apile on the ground and
looked up, stunned. Morchison was holding ashort length of chain, which he must have plucked from the
rocsadon's den and hidden in the satchel he carried with him. Mike's hand went to the searing hest in his
head and pulled away blood-smeared fingers.

What? Why would he? He needs me; I'm histicket home. In the next ingtant, he understood. He
thinks I'm going to stay in Parallon with Katera; he thinks | won't take him back to our time.

In the same moment, he redlized Katerawasin danger. If Morchison wanted to force him to do
something, Katerawould be the natural pawn. He sprang to hisfeet with ahowl, ready to lunge, his back
hunched and knees bent cat-like, but it wastoo late. Tonnelly had snatched Katera around the neck and
was brandishing along, thin knife under her chin, forcing her head up. A look of disbelief soread over her
features.

"Throw your knife down," Morchison commanded. "Now!"

"Let her go," Mikesaid, lifting hisknife from its sheeth and tossing it on the ground in front of Morchison.
"Let her go, and I'll give you whatever you want. But | swear, if you hurt her-if you damage onesingle
hair, you'll never see 2275 AD or anything likeit again...ever."

"Cam down, Leno," Morchison said, as Tonnelly scooped up the knife. ™Y ou get us back to the future,
and shelll bejust fine. Nothing's changed-nothing at al-we've just secured a

little insurance for the plan. Y ou can bring your little wench to the future with you, if you want.”

"Trust me, you'll have no planif you hurt her.” Mike glanced at Katera, who seemed to have recovered
from her surprise and was narrowing her eyes at Morchison.

"I'm not going with you to your world,” shetold him.

Morchison cast afleeting look in her direction and turned away wearing awan smile, asif to dismiss her.
His gaze settled back on Mike.

"The wench wantsto stay, Leno. She doesn't want to go with you." Morchison paused to let thissink in.



Mike'sjaw tensed. "Why in the world would we want to take her back with us anyway? Shelll only make
adgtink about our involvement here, probably tell them we hurt people or some other ridiculous story.”

"Y ou did hurt people," Katera hissed.

"Shut up, whore!™ Morchison bellowed in her direction. Blood rushed to hisface, turning his cheeksa
deep, blotchy rose. ™Y ou were not given permission to speek.” Mike watched Katerafal slent, but she
did not shrink from Morchison's gaze. "When | want you to say something, you'll know it."

"Hey!" Mikeydled, drawing Morchison's attention away from Katera. "Y ou want my help? Then leave
her done”

Morchison grinned, showing a cracked front tooth.
"Surething, Leno." Morchison held up hisempty hand. "1 won't hurt her if you deliver. Promise.”

Mike had no doubt that Morchison and Tonnelly would hurt them and dispose of their bodies as easily
asthey'd chuck the shell of anut...if they didn't need him. That, and that alone would keep them dive.
The man had the compassion of arocsadon with atoothache, he thought bitterly as Morchison motioned
for him to start down thetrail. As he moved onto the path that led down the mountain, he heard Tonndly
command Katerato stand still. Mike spun around to see Tonnelly tugging on a secured knot in alength of
rope that bound her wrists behind her back.

"Keegp moving and keep your eyesforward,” Morchison ordered, nudging Mike from behind with along
gtick. "Onewrong move, and Tonnely's going to cut something off thet little beauty of yours. Maybe just
afinger or atoe, but who knows? If you want to play it safe, | think you'd better keep walking.”

Ignoring him, Mike waited, watching K atera as she winced from the tightened bindings. Morchison
dapped the stick against the Side of Mike's face. Mike grabbed the end of it and yanked. Morchison, his
balance upset, let go of the stick and stumbled forward. Mike tossed the stick and |egped into Morchison
at theleve of hissolar plexus, propelling them both onto the ground. Sucking up amouthful of dust, Mike
rolled with Morchison in aviolent tangle of limbsand figts.

Then he heard her scream.

Mike shot a stunned look in Katera's direction and froze in ice-edged horror. She'd been turned around
so that her bound hands were exposed to him. And, oh, God, they were abloody mess. He couldn't see
the problem at firgt, and then Tonnelly flung something smdl at him. It landed with aplopinthedirt afew
feet away...something pink, bloody, now caked with dust.

Damn. It was her finger. Her pinky, he thought, though it was too bloody to be sure. Hismind redling, he
rolled over and scooped it up as Morchison scrambled to hisfeet. As soon as Morchison was erect, he
kicked Mike sharply in his ssomach. Mike dammed hiskneesinto his ches, cringing from the pain, the
finger pressed indde hisfigt like aprecious jewd . He held himsdf astight asaball while the kicksand
blows rained upon him.

When Morchison had spent his anger, Mike opened back up and heard Katera's sobs. He wanted to tell
her hewasdl right, but Morchison wasforcing him to hisfeet, and Mike's mouth was full of
something...blood. He spat it out and heard Katera sob again.

"Keep walking or she loses another digit,” Morchison said. Thistime, Mike obeyed.

They moved down thetrail afew hundred yards to the hoshdels barn and corral. Tonnelly saddled up a
hoshdel for Katerawhile Morchison grabbed a spear leaning againgt the fence. Tonndlly bandaged



Katera's wound with some cloth to stop the bleeding, then tossed her like asack of potatoes over the
hoshdd's withers onto her stomach, her tied hands stretched behind her. It had to hurt.

"Mease," Mike whispered. "I'm begging you. Y ou don't need to do that. She's not going to run away. Let
her St up and ride. Or at least walk. That positionisgoing to kill her."

Morchison blinked stupidly a Mike, asif he couldn't fathom what he'd heard. Then his expression
contorted into ascowl, and Mike fet a sense of dread rise like bilein the pit of his ssomach. Morchison
spun around, still carrying the spear, and walked over to Katera. He snatched afistful of her hair with his
free hand and used it to wrench her head back.

"Y ou want to walk, bitch?" he said, pressing hisfaceinto hers. "Would you like to walk? Tell you what,
I'll tie your sorry assto the hoshdel'stail, then you can dodge hiskickin' feet dl the way down the
mountain. Would you like that? Y ou want to walk?' Katera shook her head, grimacing, and Morchison
shoved her face back into the hoshdel's neck. Mike's blood sizzled as he watched Morchison stroll back
toward him. " She doesn't want to walk," he said, shrugging, asif hed just given it hisbest try. "However,
you may walk, though | think asmall adjustment is needed first."

Morchison pointed afinger upward and painted acirclein theair. Still seething, Mike turned around and
offered his clenched fists behind his back. Morchison motioned for Tonndlly to grab alength of rope from
the hoshdd's barn. He wound it tightly around Mike'swrists. When he'd finished, he gestured grandly
toward thetrall.

"Shdl wego?'

Without daring to look back at Katera, Mike turned and stumbled onto the path that led them to the
caves a the bottom of Kan Mountain. Morchison fell in behind him, aming the tip of the speer at his
back. It was mid-afternoon, and the hike normally took most of aday. Leaving at this hour would place
them at the caves around midnight. That gave him plenty of timeto think. He needed to think.

Hedidn't believe Morchison and Tonnely were planning to take him and Katerawith them to the future,
nor did he believe they planned to leave them behind. He had little doubt that as soon asthe EM Sphere
wasin place and Silver Gate ready to go, these two men would make short work of killing them both, if

only for the sheer pleasure of it. He had to come up with a plan before then. He had to think.

To keep him focused, he reflected on the bloody finger tucked gingerly insde hisfist, and adow rage
seethed inside him.

Hewould find away.

Chapter Twenty-One

Katera, doubled over the hoshdd's back, squirmed in agony. A searing hest ran up her arm from her
wounded hand. She could see the dark, silhouetted shapes of Mikolen and Morchison on the trail ahead.
The hoshdd leapt over alargerock inthetrail, and asea of nausearoseingde her, filling her throat.
Struggling to keep it at bay, shelifted her head off the hoshdel's neck to breathe.

"Mikolen," she called, weskly.

There was a scuffle on thetrail ahead, and she heard Mikolen's voice. " She sounds feverish. Let mego to
her." Who was feverish? Was he talking about her?"Katera? Hang on!" he called to her.

She heard a smack and realized that Morchison had pelted Mikolen-probably dapped him. She resolved



not to speak again aslong as Mikolen had to take punishment for it. Shelay her head back down, but the
nausea surged into her throat again. Thistime, she couldn't hold it back and heaved over the hoshdd's
gde

"Oh, crgp!” yeled Tonndlly. " She upchucked al over me!™ Trembling, Kateralifted her head. Tonnelly
hopped off the clean side of the hoshdel and rummaged through the pack on the hoshdel's hindquarters.
"I amdl like shit," he cried. "Great way to return home, smdlling like asewer!™

He produced atorn cloth from the satchel and stood back to wipe his pants. In the meantime, Morchison
tied the length of rope around Mikolen'swrist to the branch of atree, and headed back to her and
Tonndly.

"Okay, you can st up, bitch. And you can wak, Tonndly."

"Fine. | don't want to get back up there. It's contaminated.” Tonnelly tore the top off the water container
secured to hiswaist and spilled it onto his pants. "Damn tink.”

Morchison ignored him as he pulled Katera off the hoshdel and hoisted her upright into the saddle. She
struggled to keep her balance as her head went swimming. Morchison reached around her back and
fiddled with the knot on her wridts.

"You'regoing to let her ridefree?' Tonndly asked, looking up.

"Y eah. She's not going anywhere," Morchison said, under his breath. " She's ddlirious, got a pretty serious
infection. It might kill her, maybe soon. Weve got to keep her divelong enough for Leno to give uswhat
we want. That'stwo more hours." He looked up at Katera. "Think you can handle that? Two hours,
that's al we need. Then you can kedl over. Okay?' He grinned and patted her bottom, then fed the reins
back over the hoshdel's head and handed them off to Tonndlly. "Watch her closdly. If it lookslike she's
going to pass out, throw her back on her ssomach over the hoshddl, so Leno doesn't know she'slost it.”

Tonnelly flashed athumb'sup. "Got it." He gave an excited laugh. "Man, | can't wait to get home. They
probably think we're dead back there at Tescali. Won't they bein for the shock of their lives?'

Morchison sighed, asif hewere deding with atiresome child. "They won't think we're dead. They won't
have had timeto think that. Well be returning only one day after Askins disappeared with the entire | ab.
So therell be no Tescali Lab when wereturn. It's on the top of Kan Mountain, remember? They'll bein
shock from that, and from the disappearance of every scientist who happened to beinsde the lab at the
time. And when we show up, well be ten yearsolder. They'll be so dizzy withit al, they'll eat up
whatever story we feed them." Morchison cast asurreptitious glance at Mikolen, who was struggling with
his bindings. He turned his back and lowered hisvoice. Kateraleaned forward in the saddle. "We can tdll
them anything we want. We can say Askinskilled Leno after Leno built another stargate, and we

escaped just intime. Of course, we can't have Leno around telling them he's dive."

"We're not bringing him with us?' Tonnelly looked worried. "But we need him to configure the sargate.”

"l know something about it. | was one of the origina techniciansthat helped send Askins off on hisfirst
trip into the past. | need Leno to lead usto it and did in the settings, then I'll double-check them. If
they're off, I'll know it. Well usethislittle beauty here to motivate him, if we need to.”

They both glanced at Katera. Shelet her chin wobble onto her chest, asif she werelosing consciousness.
"She doesn't look like she's going to makeit that far,” said Tonndlly.

Morchison scowled. "Shell makeit. Give her water. Give her whatever she needs. We'll be there soon."



"All right...so, we're not going to let them live?"

K atera opened one eye to see Morchison silently drawing afinger across histhroat. So, that wasit. They
planned to kill them both at the caves. Well, let them try. There was help back in the caves. These men
were not aware that her parents, Shamana, and Rorken were aready there. Mama and Papawould help.
Shamanawould help. They'd see them coming, then they'd surprise the creeps and overpower them.
Smple

Tonndly reached up and shook Katera by the arm.

"Hey, you. Wake up,” he said, gruffly.

Kateralet her eyesflutter open. "Huh?' she asked, feigning confusion.
Tonnelly thrust hiswater container a her. "Drink," he commanded.

Kateratook it and sipped. She would makeit, she thought, as she handed the container back. She
pressed one hand against the wooden crescent that lay againgt her sernum under her panna. She would
makeit.

She dumped into the saddle as they set off into the cool night. She would pretend to be weak, so they
would not suspect it when she hurled something at them-maybe she would be able to grab Tonndly's
knifeif shewasfast enough. Maybe...

Katerafet her head spinning and grabbed the saddle horn for balance. She missed and caught afistful of
hoshdd hair. The momentum propelled her forward. Unable to stop, she dipped up onto the hoshdd's
neck, then over and onto the ground where she rolled onto her back. Tonnelly kneeled beside her and
pressed hisfingersroughly into her neck to take her pulse.

His breath smelled foul, like arotting piece of meset. Shetried to turn her head away, but it felt too heavy.
She wanted to rest, to ngp for alittle while; regain her strength, so she could help Mikolen. Shewould
rest just alittle.

Chapter Twenty-Two

"They're coming. | hear ahoshdd," Shamana whispered excitedly to Kateras parents, standing behind
her as she peered through the mouth of the cave. They strained forward to examine the dark shapes
moving through the brush outsde. "It's Mikolen. ..and others are with him. Quick. Turn off your
lanadiks™

Moreesha and Rinden switched off their lights, plunging the cave into darkness. Mikolen's voice drifted
toward them from the advancing party.

"I want to check her. Let me see her." Histone held ablend of ins stence and desperation. "1'm not doing
anything for you unless she's okay."

"Take my word for it. She'sokay," said another voice, one that sent an icy shudder through Shamana.
Sheknew that voice. Kastak Morchison. What was Mikolen doing with him?

"Wehaveto hide" she spluttered, ssumbling away from the entrance.
"Whoisit? Who's out there?' Moreesha asked, looking alarmed.

"ItsaKadak," Shamanasaid, her voicetrembling. "A redly bad one."



Moreeshajockeyed in front of Shamanaand peered into the night, struggling to make out the figures as
they approached. Then she gasped.

"Merciful Lupana It'sKatera...or isit Adrella? Oh, she'shurt! Look, Rinden." Moreesha pointed an
unsteady finger at the silhouette of a hoshde with abody draped over it. "That's one of our girls.”

Moreesha charged out of the cave, sumbling blindly toward the hoshdel that bore the shape of ayoung
woman bent over the saddle.

"Moreeshal" her hushand called after her, and then he, too, barrdled out of the cave.

As Shamana edged away, she heard Moreeshas shrill scream outside, then the muffled shouts of men.
She heard a brief struggle, and then silence. She froze with the stillness and waited bresthlesdy. More
shuffling, more voices. Whose?

Morchison's harsh voice diced through the blackness. Shamanafet panic grip her in the gut. Twirling
around, she spied abox used for storing tack and other hoshdel gear. She opened it and scrambled
insde, pulling asaddle and blanket over her. A small crack in the boards gave her away to see out, and
she pressed her eye againgt it. Her entire body trembled as she struggled to stay cam.

A moment later, Mikolen entered the antechamber, followed by Morchison. Helit the wall lanadik.
Rinden entered next with his handsin the air. Tonndlly followed, brandishing aknife under Moreeshas
chin. A hoshdd lumbered in after everyone, bearing Katera's body.

"Get over there againgt thewall," Morchison said, signaling with his spear to Rinden.

Morchison approached the hoshdel and pulled alength of rope from the animal's satchel, which he used
to secure Rinden's hands behind his back. As he worked, M oreesha babbled, her chin poised over
Tonndly'sknife.

"Please, help her. Help Katera. She's very sick. Look at her arm. It'sred and swollen. And whereis
Adrella? What have you done with her?’

"It'snot what | did with her,” Morchison said, as he yanked the knot behind Rinden's back, tightening it.
"It'swhat arocsadon did with her."

Shamana detected a demented satisfaction in hisvoice. A pregnant slencefel over Moreeshaas she
struggled to absorb the information. She looked at Katera, then back at Morchison. Gasping, Moreesha
drove her chinintotheair and let out along wall.

"Noooo!"

"Shut-up!" Morchison yelled, but she either didn't hear him or didn't care. Tonnelly held the knife under
her chin aswracking sobs shook her body. Morchison looked at her with disgust, yelled "shut up” again.
When she didn't, he closed the distance between them with a couple of swift strides. He shoved hisface
into hers. " Shut-up or the other one getsit, too," he spat. Then, he lowered his voice so that Shamana
couldn't hear what he said next, but whatever it was, it reduced Moreesha's criesto awhimper.
Morchison sneered at Moreesha and turned around, tossing his head in Mikolen'sdirection. "I'd really
liketo keep Kateradive." Heflashed awidegrin. "If you'd like her to stay dive, | suggest you fix those
settings on that time machine of yours.”

Mikolen nodded and turned halfway around to show his bound wrigts. "Can't do much with these."

Morchison motioned for Tonnelly to untie Mikolen while Morchison guarded Moreesha. When Tonnelly



finished, Morchison used the rope from Mikolen'swrists to tie up Moreesha, who was still sobbing,
though more subdued. Next, he secured Rinden and Moreesha to awooden bar used for the animals.
After tying Kateras hoshdd to the bar, he straightened and turned to Mikolen.

"Let'sgo," hesad. "l want to see your sargate.”

"Lemme come, too,” Tonndly said, and pointed at Rinden, Moreesha, and Katera. "They're not going
anywhere. Cmon. | gotta seethisthing.”

"All right," Morchison said, obvioudy feding generous. "L et's check thisjewd out."

They left, pushing Mikolen ahead of them. Shamanalistened astheir echoes faded away. When she
could no longer hear them, she lifted the lid on the box and peered out. Moreesha and Rinden stared at
her. Shelifted afinger to her lips, crawled out of the box, and tiptoed across the floor to them.

"I'm going to get help,” she whispered.
"Take uswith you. Untie us." Rinden sounded harsh.

"If | do thet, they'll follow. And we can't get Rorken, who is adeep in acave room near the stargate. If he
wakes up and cries, it'll bedl over. Plus, we only have one hoshdel, and Katerason it. Mikolen's
hoshdels are outside, but | doubt we have time to round them up and get them saddled. Were sureto
attract attention if wetry. And think about it...one person will haveto ride with Katera, and two of us
will have to walk, one carrying Rorken, so we can't go very fast. They'll catch up for sure, and | don't
know what they'll do to us" Shamanasaid. "They don't know I'm here. | can run like thewind and get to
the villagein an hour. I'll return even sooner on hoshddswith lots of help.”

Rinden raised an eyebrow. "Why would anyone want to help? It's dangerous for them. Askinadon
punishes treachery with torture and degath.”

"I'll show them the VisiOrb and how to takeit out of their heads." Shamanatilted her head. "Do you think
they will ress thisfreedom?"

Rindenfel slent for amoment. "No," he said, findly. "They should go for it."

"Youdid," Shamanareminded him."And | did."

"Y es, but we believed we could escape to Mikolen'stime,” Rinden said, sounding doubtful.
"I would have doneit, anyway. | would have fled through the mountains.”

Rinden nodded. "Y ou may have something there. But if it takes two hoursto get back here-that's one
and ahdf if you're quick-it could betoo late. We may be al be dead.”

"Itl betoo latefor al of usif they catch uson the move," Shamanasaid. "At least thisway, itis
guaranteed that | will reach the village to get help. And they don't know Rorken's here. He can go
undetected until he wakes up tomorrow morning. There are many roomsin this cave. They have no
reason to investigate them. Rorken is safe. If | am not discovered, | am free to come back and get him."
Shedidn't add: In case everything else goes wrong.

Rinden looked thoughtful. "Okay, but please, for the sake of Katera, hurry."

They both glanced in her direction. Her head lay motionless on the hoshdd's shaggy neck. Shamana
drew in adeep breath and placed a hand on Rinden's shoulder.



"Ne pak faennik o Lupana," shewhispered. "l go on thewings of Lupana." Then she placed her other
hand over her heart. "Lan lukora pak ya."

"And truth and light go with you, too, Shamana," Rinden said. "TakaRa. Good luck."
Shamana smiled, then turned to Moreesha. "Don't worry. I'll be back.”

Moreesha, who had been staring at Kateras motionless form, turned to Shamanawith aglazed look in
her eyes, adding to the sense of urgency that Shamanafelt. Shamanareached over and held her hand
against Moreeshas cheek.

"I will bring the herb doctor with me. He will help Katera."

Moreesha smiled feebly. Interpreting this as sanction to leave, Shamanarose and stole out of the cave.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Mike led the former Kastaks to a chamber far back in the heart of the tunnel system-the chamber where
he'd labored for ten years collecting and assembling materia s to recreate the greatest device ever known
to his planet. Asthey turned the corner, Mikelit thewall lanadik. In the sudden flood of light, agiant
slver cylinder in the center of the chamber cast abrilliant glow into the room. Equipment and tools, set on
and around two long wooden tables, lined the periphery of the chamber. Silver Gate looked deceptively
ample. Thewallswerefifteen feet high and fashioned from a shiny, polished meta. Therewereno
portholes or roof, and the walls curved in asingle elegant line, broken only by atwo-foot wide opening
that reached from top to bottom and served as a doorway. Within, atranducent pand blinked with
NUMErousicons,

"It lookslike Star Gate One," Tonnelly said, sounding disappointed.

"It was moddled after it,” Mikesaid. "I built thefirst one, so | figured | could build another onelikeit,
providing the lab had the materids | needed. And it did."

"Good," Morchison said, shoving Mike toward the opening. "Go set the time. | want our arriva to be one
day after Askins escaped with usin 2275." Morchison watched him as Mike manipulated the controls.
"We don't want to arrive before that. Well go spiraling into another universeif we do.”

"Y eah, we dready had that happen once," Tonnelly snorted, stepping indde, "when Askins came back to
Paralon while hewas il init. Started up thiswhole new universe with those ugly rocsadons.” He
gestured to thewalls around him asif rocsdons were waiting on the other side. "If that's what happens
with auniverse warp, count me out." He turned to Morchison. ™Y ou think rocsadonswill sill be around
when we get back home?’

"Maybe," Mikeinterjected, hopefully. "Maybe they've taken over the earth, and ther€lll be no more
humans. Y ou sure you want to do this? Thisis not our origind universe, Everything could be very
different.”

Morchison sneered, "Y ou know very well that isn't true. The only thing that ditortsin anew universeis
the lower forms of life with their dower vibratory energy. That's how we got takataks and hoshddls and
rocsadons. They didn't exist in their present form in the other universe. Humans never warp. They just
cloneinto the new universe without changing asingle hair. Well have the same peoplein 2275 that we
had in the old universe. Plus maybe arocsadon and atakatak or two. That'sal.”

Mike turned away and made hisfind adjustmentsto Siver Gate, expanding the walls so they'd fit around



the traveling party. Morchison wasright. The futurein this universe would have dl the same players, the
human ones, that is. It was part of the mathematical Displacement Law established by colleague and
closefriend, Greg Kurtz. All warped festures, whether plant or animal, molded into the time Structure of
the new universe without effecting humans and human events, which belonged on ahigher, moreresilient
vibratory scale. The new warped elements, like the rocsadons, could not interfere. If arocsadon
devoured a person, it was because that person would have died at that moment from another cause. It
had been a profound discovery, leading to a plethora of implications. Kurtz had been working on it when
hislifewas cut short, leveled by Askinswith aBeamer when they'd first arrived in Parallon.

Mike's thoughts turned to Kurtz's widow, Felipa, now the sole owner of Kurtz's Quantum Energy
Sources. She wouldn't even know she was awidow until someonetold her. Thiswould hit her hard, and
he wanted to be the oneto tell her-to break it gently. Greg and Fdlipa had been good friends. Felipa
didn't need one of these hardened former Kastaks unloading information about Greg's desth like they
were reporting on adaughtered chicken.

Mike glanced at thefinal settings, which read July 24, 2275 AD-one day after the lab had disappeared
into the past. He was dmost finished-one item remained. He gingerly extracted the EM Sphere from his
pocket and held it up. All three men gazed in amazement at the incredible sphere, threeinchesin diameter
and pulsating with asoft inner light.

"Careful," Mike warned, as Morchison edged in closer. "It'sthe last oneleft in thisworld. . .no technology
exigs here to mine another one.”

"How much energy does one of them hold?* Tonnelly asked, raising abushy brow.

"More than enough Planck energy to power the Stargate,” Morchison breathed. His eyes, gleaming with
greed, locked on the sphere. "And oneinfinitesma unit of Planck energy isone hundred billion, billion
timesthe energy locked insde a proton.”

Mike glanced at Morchison. Clearly, the man knew his stuff. Mike would have to move very carefully.
Stll, Morchison wasn't ascientist, just awdl-informed technician. Hopefully, he wouldn't notice the small
adjustment Mike was about to make.

"l never did too good in physics,” Tonndly commented. "How doesthét little ball hold dl that energy
without exploding or something?”

"The boundary, or containment materia, which keeps the energy from erupting into our dimension, is
extracted with it," Mike said.

"What?' Tonndly bent his neck forward.

"The materia that holdsit together istaken from the same place asthe energy,” Morchison added,
looking at Tondly.

AsMorchison turned away, Mike's fingers moved swiftly over the pand activating the unlabeled icon-the
one Mike had added for emergencies. A small, red light near the bottom of the pane flashed on. Just as
swiftly, Mike withdrew his hand and feigned interest in the settingsin front of him. He redlized held been
holding his breath, and exhaled softly. Tonnelly smiled.

"Extracted. . .containment materia, huh? Well, never mind. Aslong asit getsushome." He paited Mike
on the shoulder. "Good work, Leno. Too bad you won't be coming with us."

Morchison threw Tonnelly a pained look, and Mike redlized that M orchison understood his cover was



blown. Mike knew he never intended to include himin histravel plans, but now Morchison knew that he
knew. Thered plan, glaringly obvious, held little value for the lives of Mike, Katera, and her parents.
Morchison'sinsurance and Mike's cooperation evaporated s multaneously. Morchison would need new
moativation to force Mike into finishing the task.

"Get out and guard the girl!" Morchison roared a Tonnelly. "Now!"

AsTonnely sivung around to leave, Mike dove into him, sending them both hurtling into the cave wall.
Morchison charged past both of them, heading out of the chamber. Mike attempted to saize one of
Morchison's legs as he bulled pagt, but Tonnelly threw hisweight over Mike, throwing him off-balance.

Mike managed to power into aroll and came out of it on top of Tonnelly. In the confusion brought on by
the suddenness of the maneuver, he dipped from Tonndly's grasp and sprang to hisfeet. He dashed into
the cave tunnd after Morchison. Racing through it with long, desperate strides, he soon skidded into the
cave antechamber, hisarmsflailing. There he pulled himsdlf up, regained hisbadance ...and dowly raised
both hands.

Morchison had pulled Katera from the hoshdel and was crouching with Katera's unconscious body
splayed across one raised knee. He had a knife perched at her throat. Moreesha, sobbing afew feet
away, grappled with the rope around her wrists. Rinden looked miserable in his hel plessness as he, too,
struggled with hisbindings. Mike heard Tonndly ssumble into the antechamber, but didn't turn around.

"Tiehim up," Morchison ingtructed, tossing his chin a Mike. "Tie him to the post here with the parents.
They can keep each other company.”

Mike took a cautious step forward, but Morchison pressed the knife into Katera's soft, skin, drawing a
dark, red bead from her neck. Mike felt his hands shaking as he held them higher for Morchison to see.

"Okay, okay. Look. No wegpons,” he said, struggling to control hisvoice.
"Get your hands behind your back," Morchison ordered.

Mike quickly obliged, crossing hiswristsloosdly as Tonnelly wound a coarse rope around them. When
Tonndly finished, he tugged on the rope, pulling Mike over to the bar where hetied him next to Rinden.

"Let her go." Mike mustered up the gentlest voice he could manage. "Just put her down. Y ou've got what
you want. Teke Silver Gate and go.”

A grin spread across Morchison'sface "Wdl, now Mike, | just don't know about that.”
A thick cord of fear rosein Mikesthroat. "Don't even think it," he said, evenly.

"Think what?" Morchison asked, as he stroked the knife under Katerals chin.

"You dont want to kill her...us"

"And why shouldn't I, Leno? Do | owe you something? Oh, yeah, maybe | do. Y ou built the stargate,
didn't you?' He laughed derisively. "But so what? Slicing the throat of thiswench sounds like more fun
than doing you afavor." Moreesha cried out, and the corners of Morchison'sthin lips curved down asa
fierceness entered his eyes. "Her sster was nothing but awhore who thought she could mock me.”
Flecks of spittle flew from his mouth, and Mike thought Morchison might loseit. But then, he caught his
breath. "It will give me great pleasureto dice this one. Perhaps as much as watching the rocsadon guzzle
her Sgter.”



With amad look in his eye, he raised the blade. M oreesha sobbed uncontrollably.

"No!" Mike shouted. "If you do that, | won't make you arich man for the rest of your life" Morchison's
knifefrozein thear. Mike launched into his pitch, the one held been planning sncethey Ieft the summit of
Kan Mountain. "Asyou may remember, in the year 2275 AD, | am arich man-very rich." Morchison
straightened, and Mike forged on, encouraged. Y ou may recall that | secured the rightsto the specid
technology needed to harvest energy for the EM Sphere. Remember? | created it.”

Morchison lifted abrow. "Greg Kurtz owned the company that mined Planck energy.”
"| leased the rights to Kurtz to use the technology and mine energy at the quantum leve, but | own them.”

Morchison didn't need to know that Mike had sold the rightsto Kurtz. He had not been interested in
devel oping the company and knew that Kurtz had the mind and will to do it. Mike had signed them over
to hisgood friend. It was away for the world to leap forward with amajor technological development.
He was betting that Morchison would never understand the relinquishment of afortune for any reason.
Morchison lowered hisarm.

"All right. S0?"

"So | can give you the numbersyou'll need to claim thoserights. | can give you my signature numbers,
which will dlow you to transfer the rights to your name, dong with my signed release. You cantell them |
signed them over to you just before | died as agesture of gratitude for ten years of loyalty. I'll even
includethat in my statement.”

Morchison was ligening closgly, hishold on the knife relaxed. "Go on.”

"Not only will you inherit fifteen million dollars, but the rights alone will keep you and your heirssinfully
wedthy for many, many decades. .. maybe centuries.

M orchison re-sheathed the knife and lowered Katera to the cave floor. He stood up and walked over to
Mike, towering over him.

"Y ou're going to give me those numbers, and you're going to Sign arelease. And if you give me thewrong
numbers, I'll seek out and destroy every single person in our time that you care about. Y ou have a
brother, right? James, isn't it? And hiswife Lisa? Two kids? And the Kurtz widow. ..what's her name?

Felipa?'
Mike glared at him, but spoke softly. "Y ou'll get the right numbers, but not until | see Kateraand her
parents safely leave thiscave."

Morchison stared for amoment, smiled, and turned to Tonnelly. "Untie them. Put the wench back on the
hoshdel and let them go." Tondly didn't budge. "I said untie them!"

"Not unlessyou share that fortune with me," Tonndly said, looking surly. "Why should you be the only
oneto get rich?’

"Of course I'm going to shareit with you," Morchison said, smoothly. "I wouldn't haveit any other way."
He smiled. "Well have Leno make out the release to both of us."

Tonnelly chuckled, and moved to where Kateralay on thefloor. "Man, this gets better dl thetime," he
said, shaking his head. "What agreet life we're going to have. Money, cars, the clothes--oh, man! The
women will flock to us.”



It happened more quickly than Mike could have predicted. Morchison's torso moved likeajungle cat. In
one unified motion, he lunged toward his prey. Mike watched as the hand jerked the head back by the
hair. An astonished ook appeared on Tonnelly'sface....then, the whiteness of the exposed throet...a
sroke, adice...and it wasdl over. Tonndly crumpled onto the floor in alifeless heap, afount of red
liquid pulsating from the wound in histhroat. A silencefilled the chamber as Moreesha, Rinden, and Mike
stared, mesmerized by the blood spurting over the floor of the cave. Soon, that too ended.

Mike gulped. A ruthless man certainly, hardened from a decade of abuse and harsh living, but to kill his
aly, hiscomrade, and partner without so much as blinking an eye...Mike drew in adeep breath.

"W, | guessthis meansthe release will be made out only to you," he said, casting awary glance at
Morchison.

Morchison plucked Tonndly's knife from his body and sheathed the weapon with his own. He stepped
over the body, carefully avoiding the blood, and knedled in front of Katera. A diver of darm shot through
Mike, but Morchison lifted her and carried her over to the hoshddl, draped her over the animal's back.
As he moved to untie Moreesha, he cast along look at Rinden.

"Youtry anything, and I'll kill you dl," hesad.
Rinden nodded eagerly. "Just let us go."

Rinden sounded like aman snatching atdl glass of water in ahot desert. Morchison released Moreesha,
who rushed to Kateraand lifted her hand to examine her finger. While Morchison worked the bindings
on Rinden'swridts, he glanced a Mike.

"Remember, you give me the right numbers, or your family and friends disappear, one by one."
"You'll get them...when Kateraand her parents are well out of the cave."

With Rinden free, the small party headed out through the cave opening, but not before Rinden and
Moreeshaturned to Mike and touched their head and heartsin the traditional gesture of thanks. Mike
smiled weakly, redizing they didn't sand achancein hell of saving Katera. They'd take her to an herb
doctor, who would apply asalveto her skin that would not relieve the raging infection inside her arm.
Only contemporary medicine could reverse the effects. She needed Serulin, a powerful anti-bacteria
agent that would neutralize the infection within minutes. He needed to get some for her, but how much
time did he have before the infection reached her heart? One, two hours? He didn't know.

Morchison disappeared into the tunndl and returned afew minutes later carrying asmall tablewith a
writing utensi| and adiver of parak on it. He freed one of Mikeswrists and gave him the utensl, then did
the table and parak under his poised hand.

"Write" he commanded.

Mike wrote. He scribbled arel ease, deeding the rights he didn't own to Morchison, then he added phony
signature numbers before signing it. But it was real to Morchison, and Mike had signed away the last
reason for the man to keep him dive.

As he handed over the document, he said quickly, "Theré'sanumber missing at theend.”
"What?'

"It'smissing anumber, and I'll shout it to you when you press the GO characters on the panel of Silver
Gate. It'l take five seconds before the EM Sphere engages, and I'll shout it to you then."



Morchison scowled. "How do | know you'll giveit to me?"
"Y ou'll know because | want my family and friendsto Say dive."

Morchison gave him ahard look before reaching around to untie Mike's other wrist from the bar. He
bound both wrists behind his back again and nudged him forward with the knife toward the inner
chambers. Mike led Morchison back through the tunnel into the stargate chamber. Morchison wasted no
time tying Miketo apolein the corner of the room and rushing over to Siver Gate. He stepped into the
doorway, then turned around to face Mike. His face shone with expectancy and...what wasit?
Something dse...wasit avarice?

"It'sready to go," Mike said, "as|'m sure you can see. The day and year are set asyou requested. | just
need to reconfigureit. It's been set for aparty of six and needs to be downsized.”

"Itisn't necessary,” Morchison said. "Y ou don't need to downsizeit. It ill work."

He knows too much , Mike thought, holding his bresth. And if he notices the activated icon, the
unlabeled one, itll be over before it sarts.

"Yeah, but it wastes alot of EM Sphere energy if theratio of traveler to cylinder sizeis off by too much,”
Mike said. "Y ou might not have enough energy to get you home, then you'll end up back here with no
more EM spheres.”

Morchison cursed and stepped back outside Silver Gate. Huffing, he condensed the panels, moving them
manudly to creste asmaller cylinder. Ten minutes later, he stepped back ingde.

"Okay," hesad, impatiently. "Let's get thisthing moving.”

"Alright. All you need to do is close the cylinder, secure yourself into the chair with the overhead bar, and
press GO on the pand. I'll hear Silver Gate as she startsto hum, then I'll give you the last number.”

"Seethat you do," Morchison said, and closed the cylinder door. A few moments passed, and he yelled,
"GO has been activated. Give me the number." A hum filled the cave's chamber, vibrating the walls, floor,
and celling.

"Seven!" Mike shouted.

"Seven?'

"That'sit."

"Wdl, maybewell spare your people after dl!" Morchison cdled, laughing. "Maybe."

AsMike concentrated on Silver Gate, the wallslost their look of solidity, bending in thelight asif aheat
wave had entered the chamber. Soon, the cylinder was undulating asif it were liquid. And then, it

vanished. In aflash, Mike was standing in the room aone. No Silver Gate, no Morchison. Good. So far,
s0 good. And if everything went according to plan, he had one hour, no more. It would be close.

Mike forced the fingers of one bound hand into his back pocket where he had stuffed Katera's severed
finger. Next to it, he fingered another treasure, one that he dways carried. He had been edging it up from
the bottom of his pocket since they had started their walk down Kan Mountain. Now he could fed it
near the top, and with histhumb and forefinger, he drew out a small pocketknife. He pressed aside
button and a two-inch blade sprang out of its shegth.



With single-minded concentration, Mike gripped the knife behind him and cut methodicdly into the rope
wrapped tightly around hiswrigt. Within five minutes, one strand fell away, and in the next few minutes
the hand was free. He used it to untie and discard the rope from his other wrist.

Bolting for the tunnel, Mike careered through it in record time. In the antechamber, he stepped over
Tonnelly's body and threw open the hoshdel gear box. He snatched a bridle, and without waiting to grab
asaddle, sped into the clearing outside where he kept the hoshdels. He spied the young male, Grindon, a
swift-footed stallion not yet fully broken. He needed speed more than managesbility, so he approached
Grindon cautioudy and dipped the bridle over his nose and neck. He threw his somach up onto
Grindon's back. The anima broke into agallop before Mike was able to seat himsalf. Wrestling with the
rough ride, Mike swung hisright leg over Grindon's back and sat up. He pressed his knees and hedsinto
the hoshdd's sde, urging him into top speed.

"C'mon, cmon," he beseeched the anima, leaning into his neck. "There's no time for mistakes."

The hoshdd's earsflattened into the wind as his hooves pounded againgt the hard ground like rocks
rolling off amountain.

Chapter Twenty-Four
"| want to destroy that Kastak!" Moreesha cried, shaking her fit.

She and Rinden led Kateras hoshdd over thetrail toward the village. Thetall pines surrounding the path
seemed to whisper their assent astheir branches rustled in the wind.

"Those Kastaks are probably long gone," Rinden said. "They've left for the future by now."
"Good riddance. Paralonisfar better off without them.”

"We dtill have Askinadon,” Rinden reminded her. "And hewill kill usif wetry to say in Pardlon. We
must escape through the mountains now that we are free from the Vis Orbs. Without them, he cannot
track us. Wewill begin anew life on the other sde."

The hoshdd behind them clipped the hard ground asit stepped high in an effort to keep up the brisk
walk. Katera's body swayed over its back.

"Katerawon't make it through the mountains,” Moreeshasaid. "We must cure her first. Well take her to
Elder Toponin. He has dl the herbs. Hell know what to do. Then well go back and get
Rorken...Adrellas baby." The sound of Adrellas name ran over Moreeshastongue like aknife. She
drew in adeep breath and steeled hersalf. It was not time to mourn. "We must hurry and deliver Katera
to Elder Toponin. He's the only onewho can help her."

Silencefdl between them, and M oreesha knew that they were both thinking the same thing. The elders
were carefully monitored by Askinadon-they worked more closaly with the tyrant than ordinary citizens.
Each elder had been hand picked to perform a specia duty, such as preparation of the sacrificia maiden,
the selection and training of servants for Askinadon, performance of mass wedding ceremonies for the
young men and women chosen for compulsory marriages, aswell as generd managerid tasks. They
enjoyed specid privileges aswell-their houses held more meat, minola, and materia treasures. They were
alowed moreleisuretime, too, and their loydtiesto Askindon played out differently. Toponin may not
want to help- he may not even want to remove hisVisOrb. Worse, he might turn themin, but what
choice did they have? Toponin aone kept avast stash of herbs and specia potionsfor alments. They
mugt risk it. A heavy air settled over them as they trudged on.



Moreesha felt the vibration in her feet first, stopped, and strained an ear.
"Ligten," shewhigpered, cupping ahand to her ear. "Do you hear it? A hoshdd ...and it's coming fast.”
"Get off thetrail,” Rinden ordered, tugging on thereins of Katera's hoshdel and coaxing it into the trees.

Moreeshafollowed, her heart racing. They ducked behind the trunks of severa giant pines. The sound of
hooves begting the ground increased until ahoshdd appeared at the crest of thetrail galloping at full
speed in the moonlight, followed by athick cloud of dust. They stared through the trees at the
approaching anima and itsrider, adark silhouette hunched over the anima's back. Moreesha gasped as
hoshdel and rider drew close.

"ItsKaterasfriend, Mikolen." Sheraced into the path of the charging hoshdd, waving her arms.

Mikolen spied Moreeshaand reined in the animal, hard. It cameto ahalt in smal bucking leaps, asif it
wanted to keep running. Mikolen threw hisleg over the back of the skittish anima and did off.

"Whereis she? Katera? Is she with you?' he asked, breathlesdly.
"She'sover there."

Moreesha pointed to the trees as Rinden stepped out onto the path, leading the hoshdel with Kateraon
it. Mikolen rushed to Kateraand lifted her off the hoshdd . Cradling her unmoving body in hisarms, he
carried her to the Sde of thetrail and sat on afdlen trunk. Tenderly, helifted her arm, inspecting it. The
look in his eyes held concern....deep concern.

It hit Moreeshalikeawall of water. She stared in amazement. HE'sin love with her . She could seeitin
theway his eyes moved over her arm, her hand, her face. Sowly, tenderly he stroked the length of her
arm. There was no mistaking it, but how? It must have happened over the past week. And did Katera
love him? Something told her that she did. Moreesha stole aglance at Rinden. It had been love at first
sght for them, too. She understood perfectly.

"Has she regained conciousness?' Mikolen asked.
"No." Rinden said. "We were taking her to Elder Toponin. He has herbs and salves.”

"Herbs and their useless pastes are not going to fix what's wrong with her," Mikolen interrupted, hisvoice
tense. "She'svery ill and hasn't got much time. When thisinfection reaches her heart, it will stop beating.”

He pointed at the line of angry rednessthat scaed most of her arm from her four remaining fingers, which
looked like fresh sausages: fat and pink, tight and tender. M oreesha’s hand flew to her chest.

"What can we do?'
"Nothing," Mikolen said, quietly. "Nothing in thisworld."
"What do you mean?' Rinden asked. "Can you help her in your world?"

Mikolen nodded. "I think so. I'll need Silver Gate to take her there. We have a fast-acting medication for
infectionslikethis called Serulin, but | have aproblem. Siver Gate's gone; Morchison took it."

Moreeshaand Rinden exchanged worried glances.

"Isthere anything you can do?' Rinden asked.



"I'vedoneit. | ingtalled an emergency feature in this Silver Gate. It's designed to bring the traveler back in
one hour. | ingalled it in case something went wrong while Silver Gate passed through the wormhole. It
bringsthe traveler back to the locale he left an hour after he left it. It was meant for aborting atrip after
Silver Gate had been energized, but in this case | aborted thetrip before it even left.”

"Areyou saying Morchison will returnin an hour?' Moreesha asked.

"Half an hour now," Mikolen said. "And | must go. | need to be there when he returns. | have an
advantage. Morchison doesn't know that Silver Gate will abort. When he returns here, | can surprise him.
Then!'ll reclam Silver Gate, and..."

"Take uswith you!" Moreeshacried. "I want to be with my daughter. And Rorken. Take usdl. The way
we planned it in the beginning.”

"I would," he said, looking disturbed, "but | can't. | had to reconfigure Silver Gate for one or two people,
or Morchison would have used too much of the Em Sphere energy on histrip, which might not have left
enough to get anyone ese out of here. Silver Gateisnow too smdl to hold usal. Theréll be no timeto
reconfigure the walls. The ship isgoing to take off again automaticaly after only afew minutes.”

"S0, isit impossible?’ Moreesha asked.
"I'msorry..."

Moreesha paused to think. "Then are you saying that you wish to take our daughter into the future
without us?"

"To save her life"" Mikolen said. "Thereisno other way."
"Y ou will bring her back, won't you? Y oull have the time machine to do that, right?"

"I must firgt fulfill my part of an oath that | took before | came to Parallon and report to the people that let
me build the time machine. The decision for meto return with Katerais up to them. The only reason I'm
alowed to bring Katera back with me now isthat her condition," heindicated her infected arm, "isa
result of Morchison's actions. They have rulesthat say we are not supposed to interfere with your lives,
but if bad things happen because of our presence here, we should try to fix them. They will, I'm sure, not
only alow meto return with Katera, but they'd ingst on it because that would be part of fixing this
problem. They'll want to see her restored to her home."

"But weweredl planning to leave with you before; we were going to livein your world for the rest of our
lives. Why would they alow usdl to stay when you're saying they won't want Katerato stay? What'sthe
difference?’

"Because before it would have been dangerous for any of you to return to Paralon with Askinadon in
power. He would have killed you al. Now that your world is safe, they'll want meto return Kateratoit."

Moreesha caught her breath. "What do you mean, our world is safe?"

"Oh, that'sright. Y ou haven't heard." Mikolen smiled. "Askinadon is dead.”
Moreesha gasped. "He's dead?”

Rinden's mouth fell open. "Dead?’

Mikolen smiled. "Pardlon isfree. The control of the village returnsto you and your people. Katera



wanted to stay with both of you and Rorken to help rebuild it.”

Moreesha clapped her hands and turned to Rinden. "Merciful Lupana, Rinden. Finaly, some good
news." Sheturned back to Mikolen. "Kateraknows her parentswell. We must stay. Y ou have saved our
lives, and now you want to save Kateraslife. For this, we thank you, but please, bring her back to us
when you have made her well."

"I will try, but you need to understand that she may not receive the medicinein time, but you can believe |
will do everything in my power to help her and bring her home."

Moreeshas Lan MaKe erupted in awave of warmth, and she understood the level of caring this man
had for her daughter. She knew with pristeen clarity that his devotion and commitment were both genuine
and rare; it would have been rare in the days even before Askinadon ruled over Pardlon when men and
women were free to choose each other. She couldn't have hoped for a better man to love her daughter.
Asthe heat from her Lan MaKe grew into her throat and face, she smiled and cocked her head, probing
Mikolen with her eyes, wondering if he wasready to declareit.

"Tdl me, why would you work so hard to save the life of our daughter? What does she mean to you that
you would go to thistrouble? | cannot believe thisis solely for the sake of an oath.”

Rinden nodded in agreement, and Moreeshawatched the color rise to Mikolen'sface, but he didn't [ook
away. He paused, asif summoning the courage to say the next thing.

"I would bring her with me as part of my oath, but there is another reason. |- haven't even told her this,
yet..." Helooked vulnerable, but lifted hischin. "I'm inlove with her, and | don't want to return to my
homewithout her." He paused. "Sheismy home."

Moreeshamoved forward and sat next to Mikolen on the trunk, laying her hand on hisarm. Y ou have
our blessing,” shesad, quietly.

Mikolen bowed hishead. "Thank you."

"Does that mean that when you return Katerato us you will be staying behind in Paralon, too?' she
asked.

He nodded. "I want to be with her for the rest of our lives, and I...I want to marry her if shell have me.”

Moreeshasmiled. Her Lan MaKe, which had grown moreincisve over the years, told her that thisman
and her daughter belonged together, that L upana blessed this union. Y et, when she glanced at Katera, a
cold diver punched into her heart. How could she stand to part with her daughter, the only child she had
left in the world?

She leaned over and planted alingering kiss on Kateras forehead, soaking up her sweet scent. Could
shebear it if Kateranever returned? Not one, but both her daughters would be lost to her. Oh, no. Ma
Lan Kena Lupana . So much comfort and happinessto missin her old age. But what choice did she
have? She must let her beautiful girl go; her lifewasin danger.

If, however, Kateramust stay in thisfuture world; if for some reason she couldn't return, she would have
someoneto love and care for her-a comforting thought. Katerawould be al right. If that happened,
Moreeshawould rebuild her life around Rorken...Rorken and Paralon. Y es, there was much to do. She
would let Katerago. Mustering her resolve, sheinhaed.

"Y ou mugt hurry, then,” shesaid. "Take her and go.”



Blinking back the tears, she turned to Rinden and beckoned him to bid farewel| to his daughter. He
approached with misty eyes while Mikolen retrieved Grindon. Mikolen hopped over the animal's back
and rode over to Rinden and Katera. Rinden had wrapped both arms around his daughter, her arms
hanging loosdly over his. With awrench in hisgut, Mike noticed that the infection had reached her
shoulder.

"I need to take her," he said, gently. "Thereisn't much time."

Rinden carried Katera to the hoshdd's side, atortured look on hisface. Helifted her toward Mikolen,
who hooked her around the waist and pulled her onto the hoshdd in front of him, seating her upright. Her
head drooped to her chin. He wrapped a solid arm around her and grabbed the reins with his other hand.

"Thank you," Mikolen said again, turning Grindon toward the caves.

He nudged the animal forward, and it broke into agallop. Rinden and Moreeshawatched asit tore up
the path to the crest of the hill and disappeared. For several minutes, they stood staring at the spot where
they had last seen their daughter before Rinden spoke.

"Come, my dear Moreesha. We must aert the villagers.”

"Y es, Rinden, but we must get Rorken, too. He's till in the caves.™

"He'sdl right for awhile. Adrellasaid he degpslike awinter bear, remember?”
"Stll, we shouldn't leave him for too long."

"Wewon't, my dear wife."

Rinden walked to the hoshdel, bent down and held out his cupped hands for Moreeshato step up.

Chapter Twenty-Five

Mike no longer owned atimepiece-it had been destroyed when a hoshdel had sscomped on it after it fell
from hiswrist eight years ago. Not agresat |oss; theréd been no need to tdll timein aworld where hed
led asolitary existence, never meeting with others, never sharing information. It hadn't been
necessary...until now, when he needed to know how much time he had | eft before Morchison returned in
Silver Gate. Had it been an hour yet? He didn't think so, but couldn't be sure.

He spurred Grindon through the mouth of the cave and into the antechamber. A draft of warm air from
the hot springs puffed into hisface. He maneuvered Grindon around the body of Tonnelly, whose face
had turned awaxy blue. Holding tightly onto Katera, he dipped oneleg over the hoshdd's back and did
off. Without waiting to tether the animd, he lifted Katera over his shoulder and charged into the tunnédl
network, racing for the chamber near the back that housed Silver Gate. He arrived huffing and half
expecting to spy Silver Gate shining in the center of the chamber.

Save for the work tables, the chamber was empty. He set Katera down and searched for atool that
would double as asuitable weapon. His eyesfell on along, metal bar used for leveraging heavier
materials. He picked it up and dapped the length of it into his other hand. Heavy, solid. Perfect. A good
crack on the head should do the job. He moved Katera closer to the spot where Silver Gate would
regppear and, crouching low, gripped the bar and waited. It shouldn't be long.

The minutesticked by. It felt like an eternity passed, but still no Silver Gate. Had he arrived too late?
Had Silver Gate come and gone aready? He shuddered to think of it. Katerawould not survive without



medication. He pulled a cloth from his pocket and wiped his brow and hands, then grabbed the bar
again. Thetension fet thicker than swamp mud. He drew in adeep breath. A moan startled him and he
jumped, the bar raised and ready. He heard it again and looked down.

"Katera?' Her eyesrolled benesth closed lids, asmall twitch pulled at her mouth. He knelt down beside
her. "Katera? Are you awake?'

Her eyesfluttered open. A look of confusion clouded them as she cried out. Her right hand flew to her
infected left arm.

"ol
"That must be painful," he said.

She winced and squeezed her eyes shut. "How doesit [ook?"
"Right now? Not greet, but were getting help.”

She opened her eyes again, and he could see recognition and memory flood into them. "What happened?
Wewereonthetrail..."

"Y ou passed out.”

Shetried to St up, but reeled from the effort and fell back. She glanced around the chamber and then
back at Mikolen.

"Werein the caves?'
"Yes, and Slver Gatewill be arriving any minute.”

"Silver Gate?' She sounded surprised, then alook of resolve settled on her features. ™Y ou know | won't
leave Pardlon.”

"I'll bring you back, but we haveto go now. Y our lifeisin danger. That infection isaready up to your
shoulder."

Kateralooked at her arm and grimaced. "It looks awful."
"Y ou need medicine....and soon. We have it in my world. Will you trust me?"

Katera searched hisface, unblinking, and he saw an unfatering honesty in her eyes. Then, asif shed
found her answer, she amiled. Mike thought his heart would stop with that smile.

"I trust you, Mikolen," she said, in amatter-of-fact voice.

She looked impeccably soft and accepting. He wanted to lean over and press hislipsinto hers, fed the
soft yield of them. He wanted to lift her head and...

The hum arrived firg, vibrating the walls. Mike shot his gaze into the center of the room. Thewalls of
Silver Gaterippled in front of them. He sprang to hisfeet, bar in hand. Behind him, he heard Katera
Struggling to get up.

"Stay therel™ he shouted, without turning around.

Inaflash, Silver Gate settled into the room gleaming in the light of the lanadik, asif it had never |eft. Mike



lunged toward the sealed door. The controlsto open it were on the insde. He'd have to open it manualy.
Dropping the bar, he dipped the fingers of both hands behind the small ledge of the door that overlapped
onto thewall, and tugged. The door shot open. Inside, Morchison stared stupidly at him.

"Y ou. What have you done?"

Mike dove for the bar on the ground, but before he could reach it, Morchison flung himsalf out the door
and into Mike. They tumbled onto the ground, trading punches and kicksin atangle of limbs.

Dammit , Mike thought. Hiswindow of opportunity, the precious minutes before Silver Gate left again,
were fading with each blow. Histhoughts shifted to Katera, her life...her only chanceto live...and witha
new wave of strength, he gripped Morchison's legs with both of his and wrapped his hands around his
neck. Morchison choked and sputtered, yet managed to reach out and pummel Mike's head with one
fid. | don't have time for this , Mike thought desperately.

A sreak flashed across hisline of vision and landed on Morchison's skull. Morchison dumped likea
piece of wet parak. Mike shoved him away and hopped to his feet. He looked at Katera, who was
holding the bar in her good hand, her arm raised like the tail of ariled scorpion, ready to strike again if
necessary. Mike grabbed the bar and flung it away, then pulled her into Silver Gate. He pressed the door
icon on the control panel. Before it closed, Katera pointed to the chamber entrance.

"Look," shesad.

A crowd of Paralonianswerefiling into the room, dozens of them. The door to Silver Gate closed, but
they could gtill hear the voices.

"What isthat thing?' someone asked.

"That's Slver Gate. It's the time machine| told you about.” It was Shamana's voice.
"Hey, look. On the floor. That's Kastak Morchison. He's unconscious!" someone cried.
"He's not aKastak anymore,” said another.

"No, Askinadon isdead!"

Evidently, the crowd had found Moreeshaand Rinden on their way to the village. People cheered, ill
celebrating the news.

"He's moving. Quick! Someone grab him!" awoman shouted.
Some scuffling, and more shouts followed.

"Leave me aone!" Morchison's voice rang out, surprised and threatening. "Don't touch me. I'll seeyou
flogged if you touch me."

"Yeah?' sadd aman'sangry voice. "And who's going to do the flogging? Y ou? Askinadon is dead, and
you're aprisoner now...Morchison."

He said Morchison's name loudly, asif to underscore the absence of hisformer title.
"If I wereyou," said another man, "'I'd start worrying about who exactly is going to get flogged.”

A nagty pause hung intheair. It seemed clear that Morchison was Szing up his sudden change of
circumstance.



"Wait. No, | had to do those things." Morchison's tone had shifted from harsh to ingratiating. "Please, |
was forced. Askinadon...he forced me."

"Did heforce you stop by our hostdl to steal our minola every time you had errandsin the village?' a
woman said. Mike heard a thud and amoan.

"Did heforce you to beat my son when he was eight years old because he didn't answer your question
quickly enough?* another man cried.

More thuds. Morchison yelped in pain.
"Did heforce you to rape my wife?" another man said in alow, dangeroustone.

Mike heard a sickening thump and a crack, and then Morchison's sobs. An outbreak of voicesfilled the
chamber, then scuffling, and the crowd began filtering out of the room amidst cries of protest from
Morchison, who from the sound of it, was being dragged.

"Hell belucky if he get asmple flogging before he dies,”" awoman spat, but her voice was fading, but not
because she was |leaving the chamber. . .it was fading from the very ether itsdlf.

Mike peered up at the stalactites on the cave ceiling. They, too, were fading as something else, a soft and
fleshy looking surface, materidized. Hefdl into the chair, pulling Kateraon top of him. He snatched the
Security bar from above and lowered it over them. With asudden jolt, Siiver Gate lifted and turned onto
itssde. Mike looked up through the top in time to see it plummeting headlong down an organic looking
tunndl, curving into unknown stretches ahead. It plunged and twisted at darming speeds through the
wormhole, rising and dipping in dizzying sequences. It seemed asif Kateramight dip away from him with
each startling jerk, and he tightened his embrace, though he knew the bar would hold them. His stomach
jumped and dove with the lurching stargate.

It was aphenomend ride, yet hefdt no reaction from Katera, who was sitting motionless on hislap, her
head resting againgt his chest. He craned his neck to see her face. Her eyes were closed, her lips part
way open. She had passed out again.

Above him, the soft-walled texture of the tunndl faded away, replaced by abright, crystal blue. He
realized he was looking at the sky. They werelanding on July 24, 2275, one day after Askins had
escaped in Star Gate One with Tescali Lab. The coordinates had been set to return to the exact spot
where the lab had disappeared. Thered be quite aturmoil when he opened the door to greet whomever
may be on the other side. Even as he lifted the bar to stand up, he heard excited voices and the sound of
feet running toward the stargate.

"Look! Over there."

"The stargate. It's back."

"It could be Askins. Careful. Get the police!™
"They seeit. They'recoming.”

Holding the listless body of Katerain both arms, Mike leaned into the door icon on the pandl. Asthe
door did open, he spied four policemen standing like statuesin their green uniforms, each with aBeam
4000 trained at his head. Mike shifted Katera's weight in his arms and stepped outside into the sunshine.
An empty field of dirt and pebbles stretched before him, the field where Tescali Lab used to sit. He
dared into the Beamers,



"Hello," hesaid. "I'm Mike Leno, Director of Research at Tescali Lab, and thiswoman needs our help.”

Chapter Twenty-Six
"My God, Leno, isthat you?' avoice from behind the line of policemen called.

Mike recognized Will Carlsen, CEO of Tescai Lab and Chairman of the Board. Beside him stood
severd other board members and agroup of scientists, who had al turned and were staring a Mike.
They looked asif they had gathered in the field and were trying to piece together the story about Askins
andthemissing lab.

"Hello, Will," Mike cdled back. He redized that hislong hair might be throwing everyone off, not to
mention hisface, which had aged ten years. "l have awoman here from six thousand years ago. She's
dying, and she needs our help.”

Carlsen, ashort man of fifty-something with athick thatch of blond hair and smiling blue eyes, waved the
policemen aside and rushed in to see for himsalf. Severd other board members and scientists followed.

"Wow," Carlsen said, staring at Katera. "She'sabeauty. Is sheredly six thousand years old?’
"Y es, she'sfrom the past, and she's dying, Will. She needs Serulin, quickly. Do you have some nearby?!

"Therésdways Serulin nearby. Thank God, we gtill have the Adminigtration building. Thehedth clinicis
inthere

Carlsen motioned for an attendant and instructed him to bring abatch of Serulin on the double. The
young man took off toward the three-story building ahead, the only building left from the huge Tescdi
Lab complex. The emblem of threeinterlocking red circles, representing the unity of three global powers
within the World Union Council, stretched across the fagade.

"How bad isshe?' Carlsen asked, as Mike lowered Katera to the ground.
"Pretty bad. I1t'sher arm.”

A large group was forming around them. Mike recognized Rebecca Cohn and KeShawn Jackson, two
scientists, who by pure luck of the draw, had not been in the lab when Askins had escaped. Other
scientists surrounded them, but he didn't know their names. There had been hundreds of them working at
the lab when held left. He spotted Nicole Rose and Paul Farley, two members of the board. Then his
eyesfdl on thefigure of ashort woman with ahead of cropped dark hair framing her ova face. Felipa
Kurtz. Greg Kurtz'swidow. Mike |looked away. Not yet-he didn't want to explain it now, here...in front
of everyone.

"Oh. | seewhat you mean," Carlsen commented, lifting Katerals arm. He whistled.
"Yeah. Y ou think the Serulin can turn thisinfection around?’
"l don't know, Mike. It looks advanced. What happened to her finger?”

Mike had forgotten. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out her bloody, deflated finger. A
murmur floated up from the group.

"Morchison and Tondly did this" Mike said, holding the finger up and emphasizing each word like a
wedl-flung dart.



"Morchison? James Morchison and Tim... Tim Tonnelly, the technicians?’
Mike looked into Carlsen'seyes. "The same.”

"My god. What happened? What would make them do that?"

Mike sighed. "It'salong story, and alot has changed.”

Carlsen looked intently into Mike'sface. "Mike, Star Gate One has only been missing for one day. How
long have you been gone?’

"Tenyears,” hesaid, quietly. "And that's not Star Gate One behind me."
Carlsen'seyesflew to Silver Gate. "Redly? Whered you get it?"

Mike paused. "Thereis much to tell you, but firg, let'stake care of her."

Mikewound hisarm under Katera's head and lifted her onto his knee as Carlsen watched.
"What's her name?"' he asked.

"Katera," Mikesad. "Her nameis Katera"

"And her last name?"

"She hasnone, Thereare no last namesin Pardlon.”

But I'd sure like to give her one , Mike thought. Carlsen nodded, studying Mike carefully asif he
understood there was a bigger story. He pointed over Mike's shoulder at the attendant, who was running
toward them.

"Heresthe Serulin," he said. "And while you're administering the dosage, I'll locate a Restortech, and
welll see what we can do about thet finger.”

"Thanks," Mike said, feding arush of gratitude. "Y ou'll need this, then."

He handed the finger off to Carlsen, who pulled a square of cloth from his pocket to receiveit, then got
up and sprinted toward the admin building. The attendant kneeled next to Mike and held up avia one
haf inch in diameter with asmdl insertion device on one end.

"It'sfull," hesaid. "Y ou haveto release the serum at the line of infection, between the hedlthy tissue and
the infected tissueright. ..there." Hisfinger landed at a point on Katera's shoulder where the redness
stopped.

"Thanks. I'll doit," Mike said, taking thevidl.

He drew the instrument to the spot. It connected and penetrated her skin, reading the heat and extent of
the infection before digpensing the appropriate amount of Serulin. Mike counted to five asthe serum
dispensed, then drew out the insertion device. There was nothing to do now but wait and see.

The group surrounding Mike dispersed, running off in different directionsto get variousitemsto help.
One man returned with a FloaterCot, a gurney that floated while suspended above the ground, designed
to carry disabled people. Like so much other technology in thisworld, it was powered by atiny EM
Sphere. The man helped Mike lift Kateraonto it and handed Mike the remote. He aimed the signal at the
receptor on the gurney, which lifted it into the air. Mike guided it to the admin building as he walked



behindit.

Gazing at Katera, he noticed the redness and swelling on her arm had receded severa inches from her
shoulder, and his heart did aleap. Excdllent. The Serulin was working and Katerawas going to be dll
right. All he needed to do now was find Carlsen and the Restortech to reattach her finger.

A feding of relief flooded his body, pumping up his confidence. If Katerawas okay, then the world was
right again. He would appear before the board-they'd summon him in the next day or so, anyway-and
he'd secure permission to return to Parallon where they could start their new life. Hopefully, as husband
and wife. He couldn't wait to ddliver the string of great news. Firt, that she was as good as new; second,
that he'd be taking her back home; and third, that he wanted to stay with her in Paralon.

The euphoriawas not to last. Someone fdll in step next to him, and when he turned his head, he cringed.
FdipaKurtz was staring at him with afurtivelook in her eyes. No one had yet brought up the question as
to why Mike had returned alone, but everyone needed to know...especidly Felipa

"Mike"
"Fdipa, good to seeyou.”

"It'sgood to see you, too. I'm just wondering why Greg and the others aren't with you." Mike gulped and
looked away. "Oh, Mike, | have to know."

"It happened ten years ago, Fdipa.”
"What happened?' She sounded forceful, though atrembling hand flew to her chest.

"I'mso sorry.”
"Heé'snot..."

It took every ounce of Mike's strength to ook at her, to allow his eyesto offer their compassion. "I'm
sorry," hewhispered. "Hewasinjured in theinitid blast when Askins destroyed Star Gate One. He had a
serious leg wound. | was able to drag him into asupply closet, and | told him I'd come back for him. But
Askins saw me leave the closet and went after me. He was intent on killing al the scientists. Only ten
minutes after landing in Pardlon, Askinswas chasing me outside the lab. | had to play dead to get him off
my tail. | wasn't able to sneak back right away. By thetime | got back to the closet, Greg wasn't there.”

"Then he might till bedive"

Miketook in a shaky breath. "He wasn't there, but | found..."”

Fdipafroze. "Found what?"

"Fdipa..."

"Found what? | must know."

Mike hung his heed, raised it again, looked into her eyes. "I found only part of him."
"What part? Anarm? A leg? An arm or leg could've been anybody's.”

Mike drew in adeep breath. "No. | found part of hishead...hisface. He'sdead.”

A throaty groan, deep and low, dropped like an anchor out of Felipa's mouth. Staring open-mouthed,
she crumpled to her knees. Mikeimmobilized the gurney and knelt beside her, wrapping hisarms around



her dender frame asthe first sob wracked her body.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Paul Farley dapped his palm onto the table. "We have a situation here, a serious one that has | eft seven
of our finest scientists murdered, and thirty-nine technicians stranded in a dog-eat-dog environment
exiging sx thousand years ago.”

Temperamental hothead . It wasamystery to Mike how Farley managed to hold his position on the
Tescali Board of Directors. He opposed nearly every ideaand presentation that the scientists placed
before the board. 1t was known that no scientist or board member enjoyed his presence, let done his
ill-temper.

"Thirty-eight,” Mike said.
"What?"

"There were thirty-eight Kastaks, or technicians. Intheten years| lived there, | counted them many
times. I'msureof it."

Farley shook hishead, staring at hislist. "No. Y ourewrong. Our list shows that thirty-nine technicians
aemissng.”

"I don't careif there arefifty nameson your list. Thirty-eight technicians were left ganding after Askins
finished hisdirty work. Severd werekilled in the yearsthat followed, but there were never thirty-nine.”
Mike pressed an icon on apand embedded in thetable in front of him, and it lit up. "Send your list over
here, and I'll seeif | canfigureit out. | know most of them by name.”

"Yeah. You do that." Farley pressed severd iconson anidentica panel, and alist of names appeared on
Mike's pand.

"Could you shoot usdl aligt, Paul?* Will Carlsen asked.

Paul worked theicons until the other seven members of the board were leaning over their panels. A
somber silencefell over the room as each man and woman searched the list for the names of friends and
acquaintances.

Mike scanned hislist: Robert Bailey...that would be Kastak Bailenon, Randall Drake or Kastak
Randrakin...hiseyesfled down thelist...Morchison, Lyndon March, Derek Mdlard, Patrick
OMadley...OMaley? Hed never seen O'Madlley in Pardlon.

"l gotit,” Mike said, softly. The eight members of the board turned to Stare a Mike. "Patrick OMalley.
Never saw him there"

"Redly?' Will Carlsentilted his head in surprise. "He was scheduled to work in thelab on July 23rd, and
he's been missing with everyone e se. Hiswife confirmed that yesterday. | talked with her mysdif. Are
you sure?'

"I'm sure. | don't know what happened to him, but | never saw him. Maybe he got killed, and | missed it,
though | know Askins kept dl the techniciansdive." Mike paused. "Maybe O'Malley got caught in the
crossfire or something.”

The room fdl hushed again as heads bowed. They're still absorbing this mess , Mike realized. Hed
had ten yearsto adjust; they'd only had two days. So many people they'd just seen, had adrink with,



enjoyed aconversation...gone from ther lives.

Or were they? Maybe thiswas the time to present his case for the missing technicians, aswell asfor
Katera. Carlsen had prompted him last night to use this meeting to ask for permission to take Katera
home, and permission for Miketo join her. Thelatter might be tricky, though, Carlsen had warned. Mike
cleared histhroat.

"Asyou know, we cannot reverse a person's death. Once someone has been killed, whether in our time
or inthedistant past, hisor her death is permanent. It's part of the Displacement Law established by
Greg Kurtz." At the mention of his name, board members shook their heads, the shock showing in their
eyes. No surprise. Greg had been well-liked. Mike continued. "The dead cannot be resurrected through
the use of atime machine or anything else. Interference may cause them to die differently, but die they
will, and a the same age. ..down to the moment. That, of course, meansthat even if Askins had not fled
with Star Gate One, those scientists would have died by other means.”

"l don't think s0." Nicole Rose, ajunior board member, sounded irritated. " Askins would have killed
them here instead of in the padt, that's all. It'sthe obvious MLS." Everyone nodded. MLS, or Most
Likely Scenario, carried the highest probability, and in their minds, Askinswould have killed the scientists
no matter where they had been. "He returned after hisfirst trip to Parallon amurderer, not the scientist
we had entrusted to launch the world's first time machine. He was ready to kill here...there...it wouldn't
have mattered to him."

Sharp whispers and nods of agreement swelled around the table.

"My point,” Mike said, raising hisvoice, "isthat there is nothing we can do for the dead. However..." He
lifted hishand, signaling for conversation to stop, and when it did, he began again. "We cannot bring back
the dead, but we can return to the past and bring the surviving technicians back to their own time. Asl
said, they've dl changed for the worse. It'sbeen ahard life, but at least we can bring them home and
offer rehabilitation."” And while we're on the way , hethought, we can just drop off a couple of extra
passengers .

"That's not going to happen, Mike." Will Carlsen said, hisvoice soft.

What? What was Carlsen saying? Hadn't he just advised Mike...? A knot of foreboding rosefrom
Mike's gut and lodged in histhroat.

"What do you mean? We have to restore everyoneto his pre-travel locale, just likeit saysin our misson
statement. We need to return the Parallonian woman, Katera, to her home. We have aduty to do that for
her..."

"Duty?" Farley stood up, and pounded the table again, the color rising to his cheeks. "Duty appliesto a
mission that hasn't been botched to Hell. We hardly have a situation here that can be restored to normal.”

Carlsen shot him astern look, and Farley sat down, still fuming. Carlsen turned to Mike.

"Look, Mike, it'sout of our hands." Out of their hands? The only entity that had the authority to do that
was... "We got the word from the President of the World Union Council thismorning. | haven't had a
chanceto give you the news."

Mike redled back in hischair. President of the World Union Council? The council charged with the
welfare of the entire planet?

"What did they say?"



"They've suspended timetravel indefinitely.” Carlsen placed both hands on the table, pams down. "I'm
sorry. | know | told you last night your request would probably fly..."

"What request?' Nicole asked.

Carlsen looked at Mike, and Mike turned to Nicole.

"| told him that I'd like to request permission to return to Parallon with Katera."

"Y ou mean...?" Nicoles mouth fell open.

Mike nodded. "Yes."

"Y ou want to go back there?' Farley interrupted, stunned. "What kind of afool would..."

"Enough!™ Thistime Carlsen smacked the table. Farley narrowed his eyes and leaned forward in his
chair, but he shut up, thankfully. Carlsen turned back to Mike.

"The Council was never overly enamored with our work given the mordity issuesinvolved with time
travel, and now they've got the excuse they need to shut us down. They've issued amandate to our
donors not to provide any further funding. We will not be able to build anew lab. Weve also been
ordered to dismantle Silver Gate. The process will begin today."

"But surely...perhaps later, we can make arrangements..."

"No, actudly Mike, thisis permanent. There will be no more Tescai Lab once the dismantling isover.
Wereadl sck about this. I'm so sorry.”

Mike did not have the strength to utter aword. His shoulders sagged. What would he tell Katerawhen
she revived? She would come out of her induced recovery-deep in the morning. Hed made a
promise-he had told her he'd take her home. How could he face her with the news that she was now
stuck in the future without her family? What would he say? How could he soften thisterrible news?

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Katera awoke as Mikolen's face materiaized before her. She heard barking and realized it wasthe
sound of her own throat clenching around adry lump. They werein aroom larger than any shed ever
seen. The walls were smooth, like those back at the lab on Kan Mountain. Mikolen sat in achair next to
her, and shelay in abed, but it was nothing like the straw matresses back home. In fact, she could hardly
fed it. Shewondered if she were floating and turned her head to see what lay beneath her: awhite,
tranducent materid ingdealong slver frame...acloud maybe? Mikolen laughed.

"You arelying on a SeepLift sugpension bed. It'saporous materia pressurized to blend with the
surrounding air, and it has an amost transparent boundary. It conformsto body contours, and it's o light
and airy that you hardly know it'sthere.”

Katerastarted to tell him how it reminded her of acloud, when the hacking cough returned. Mikolen
leaned over and grabbed atall, transparent cup and held it out to her. Still duggish, she crinkled her
brow, wondering why she could see through the cup.

"Drink this" hesad. "It'swater."

Kateratook along sip, then held up the cup. "'l can see you through this. Isit made out of water that's
been turned into stone?’



Mikolen laughed and shook his head. "No. It's glass, and it's made from sand and other powdersthat are
melted a an extremely high temperature to produce awhite-hot liquid. It used to take al day just to heat
the sand properly, but now it can be heated instantaneoudy.”

"Thisissand?" Katera asked, turning the glassin her hand.

"Not any more,” Mikolen said, sounding serious. "It's undergone achemica change...it'salittle
complicated.”

Katera had more questions, but she could see from Mikolen's expression that he thought this astounding
vessel an unimportant item, so she pressed the cool glassto her lips and emptied it. She noticed while
gtaring through it that Mikolen had changed his clothes. He was no longer wearing his cotton shirt and
pants. The materid of hisblue shirt looked dick and smooth and shimmered like the surface of alake.
And hishair. It was cut short, up over hisears. Sheld never seen aman with such short hair. When had
he done that? They'd just climbed into the time machine, hadn't they?

She remembered her arm and her hand. .. her finger. She didn't fed any pain. She lowered the glass,
derted, looked at it...and nearly screamed. Her finger was back. Thefinger that Tonnelly had cut off
waswiggling on her left hand without even atiny scar to mark the event. How could this be? Was she
dreaming?

"My finger...how?'

"Y ou remember the Insertech, Katera?' She nodded. "Well, another amazing instrument from my world
was able to reattach your finger and restore the tissues.”

Gawking at her pinky, Kateramade afist and opened it. Y our world?" she asked, staring at her hand.
"Yes. We madeit, Katera. We're here-in my world, your world... thisis our world now."
Shefelt adrumming in her chest as a seed of fear gripped her. She sat up.

"Not for long, right? Y ou're taking me back home." Mikolen dropped his head and folded his hands,
elbows on histhighs. She waited, her fear mounting as he struggled with hiswords. "Mikolen, what isit?
Tdl me"

Hedrew in adeep breath. "I can't take you home. I'm sorry. Silver Gate has been dismantled, and time
trave ... has been permanently suspended.”

"Y ou mean...you cant? But you sad..."
"I know, | know. I'm so sorry."
"I wouldn't have come hereif I'd known."

"Y ou had to come here. Y ou would not have survived any other way. Look at your arm, your hand.
You'reheded."

Kateralooked once more at her hand, which was trembling. "Perhaps they'll change their minds.”
"They're not going to do that. | had no way of knowing thiswould happen, but
| promiseyou I'm going to stay with you every step of theway."

"Y ou can build another one. Another time machine."



"No, | can't."
"Y ou built onein Paralon-with materids you stole from thelab.”

"It'sdifferent here. Y ou haveto pay for everything. The materiasfor even one stargate cost far more than
my entirefortune.”

"Sted the materidsagain. You did it before, right?”

Mike smiled weskly. "They have very sophisticated security in thisworld, Katera. That would be
impossible, evenif | wereinclinedto do it.”

Kateras breathing quickened as she considered her predicament. Sheld arrived in the future without her
family...Mama, Papa, Rorken. How would she get dong without them? And would they be okay
without her? What would she do in this new land filled with amazing things like time machines and tools
that could replace body parts, not to mention see-through cups? Such strangeness. Would she fedl
welcome in aworld without goats and hoshdd s and warm hearths blazing with logs from the fragrant
ternok tree? Would she have an opportunity to prepare another kiddik stew? Did kiddiks exist in this
world?Would the people of thisland accept her, welcome her...would they like her?

Shelet out ashaky breath and swallowed. Whatever wasin store, whatever surprises thisworld held for
her, she had no choice. She would have to face them-meet them head on. She'd been forced to fleeto

save her own life. Now she was forced to go on without her family. But she was not done, she reminded
hersdlf, struggling to keep her panic at bay...far fromit. She looked at Mikolen and caught his gaze. His
eyes|ooked tender, asif he were trying to read her thoughts. A warm, liquid fedling oozed into her chest.

"Shall | cdl you by your other name? The onethey usein your world. Shall | cal you Mike?!
Mikolen smiled. "No. You can cdl meMikolen. | likeit."
She nodded. "Me, too."

He exhaled and swalowed. "L ook, | know thisworld will seem strange to you &t first, but | promise you,
I'll do everything | canto help you adjust and learn.”

Kateratried to smile, but shefdt too dizzy to receive his assurances. Helifted her hand, the newly hedled
one, and stroked her fingers with histhumb. A warmth spread from her fingers and traveled like a current
through the rest of her body.

"Katera," he said, hisvoice soft. "I want to be with you. | mean...for dways, for good." Hiseyes
caressed hers, reached into them. "I will take care of you for aslong as we are together. | will teach you
what you need to know to get dong in thisworld. I will hire peopleto teach you what | cannot. And |
want you to live with mein my home, so | can help you...but not just asafriend.”

He paused to reach into his pocket and pull out asmall, shiny box. He pressed the top, and amazingly, it
did open by itsalf. Katera suppressed an urge to gasp. Guess I'd better get used to magical things .
Inside the box, on abed of materia looking softer than abutterfly'swing, sat the most amazing ring she'd
ever seen. Rings from Pardlon looked nothing like this. Rings from home were fashioned from wood,
clay, or soft stone by the hands of skilled artisans. If there were any gems, they were polished in their
natura form, rough-hewn and irregular. Thisring had a perfect shape, asmooth silver ova. A tiny design
of exquisite symmetry dripping in delicate tendrils adorned the top, holding atrangparent Sone doft. The
evenly chisded faces of the stone reflected endless glittering patterns of light.

"This belonged to my mother,” Mikolen said. "And her mother before her. For three hundred years, it's



been passed from one generation to the next in my family.” He did the ring onto her finger next to the
hedled pinky. It felt snug. "And now | want you to haveit."

Kaeragtared a it. She knew from the way his hand was shaking when he dipped it on her finger that it
meant agreat deal to him, but she didn't know how to respond. She understood why the ring was
important to him-it had belonged to the women in hisfamily-but why was he giving it to her?

Mikolen sensed her confusion and added, "'In my world, when aman wants to marry awoman he gives
her aring likethisone." Ah, marriage! This she understood. He gathered up both her hands. "Katera, |
want you to be my wife."

He had fallen to his knees next to the cloud bed and was looking up at her. Her heart soared with every
beat. The man of her dreams wanted to marry her. She wanted to laugh and cry and throw her arms
about his neck, but something held her back...awhispered fedling, smal yet ingstent, pressed for
attention and tempered her joy. She squeezed her eyes shut.

What wasit? Shefdt vulnerablein this new world, perhaps even helpless...not atrait that she entertained
or enjoyed in hersdlf. Y es, she wanted to marry Mikolen, but not as a defensel ess, ignorant woman.
When she married Mikolen she wanted to feel competent and confident. She wanted to be someone who
filled hisheart and eyeswith pride. Her eyes shot open. She knew what she had to tell him. It scared her
to think she was going to turn him down, but accepting his proposal scared her even more.

"Mikolen, never have | felt so right about aman,” she began, and his eyes flashed with expectancy.
"Wait. Let mefinish." Mikolen moved next to her on the bed. She charged ahead, wishing to get it over
with, hoping he'd understand. "'l know that you want to help me. Maybe that's why you're asking meto
marry you."

"No, Katera. Well, yes, in part. But | wanted to marry you before we left Parallon. It's my heart that's
telling me to marry you, not my head." He reached out and cupped the back of her neck. "I love you,
Katera. That'swhy | want to marry you."

Her Lan MaKe rumbled warmly inside her, and she knew that he spoke the truth. Still. ..

"It'sjust that I'm not ready...not yet. | don't know anything about thisworld...your world, Mikolen. |
need to understand it first, or at least enough about it to know my placeinit. | need that before | can
understand how I'll fit into it with you ." Hewas listening intently, his head cocked, so she went on. "Help
me discover your world, Mikolen, so I'll know. | will listen carefully and learn asmuch as| can. Giveme
timeto absorb al the magnificent inventions and surprisesthat the future. ...the present....holds. And when
the timeisright, when we both fed comfortable here together, then, please, ask me again. Will you?'

Helet out an audible sigh and pulled her to him, wrapping hislong arms around her. "Katera, you can be
surethisis now my number one project.” Thank you, Lupana , she thought, sending her eyesto the
heavens. He understands, and | haven't lost hislove. "I hope youll still wear my ring," he added, and held
her a arm'slength.

"Of course I'll weer it." Shefingered the ring and smiled. Being with Mikolen felt so right. If only her
family could be with her-she needed to share her joy with them. An ache tugged at her heart. Would she
realy never seethem again? Were Rorken and her village lost to her forever? She buried the thought as
quickly asit had arrived...no. She refused to believe that. There must beaway. Therehad to bea
way...Mikolenwould find it.

"And | gill want you livewith me, of course.” Mikolen picked up her hand. "I can offer you your own
bedroom...though it's going to be hard for meto keep out of it." His voice sounded strained, husky. "It's



al | can do to keep my hands off you right now."

A shudder of anticipation shot through Katera's body. Mikolen lowered his head to her forehead and
kissed it. He bent further to land a peck on tip of her nose, then poised hislips over her mouth. The
warmth of his breath drifted over her lips.

"Mikden?'

He moved his mouth to hers. Sheinhaled, drawing in the scent of him, and closed her eyesto fed him
more fully, to drink in the pressure of histouch. Their lips connected, softly searching, tasting. His hand
moved to the small of her back and rubbed lightly, circling. He circled higher, until hishand did up her
spineto her neck. There he cupped the back of it, held it firmly while his mouth explored hers more
deeply. Never had Kateraknown such akiss. Surrender was the imperative behind it.

She met his probing tongue with alow moan. Maybe thiswas the time to give him what she'dd saved dll
her life. Shefdt ready...amog.

She dropped her hands and pulled out of his embrace. His eyes opened. They held a surprised |ook.
"What?'

"Bdieve me, therés nothing I'd like better." Heat spread into her face. "But | need time...timefor
everything. Do you understand?’

Helifted afinger to her lips. "I understand. And | want you to take dl thetime you need to fed as
comfortable as you can, okay? But | must warn you; when you are ready, when you're real comfortable,”
he leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips, "then were going to start the next stage of your education.”

His gentility, his acceptance, warmed and relieved her. She blinked, feigning innocence.
"Redlly? And what stage are we talking about?"

"The stage equipped with soft lights and lots of pillows," he said. "Only, we won't bejust acting.” Hetried
to kiss her again, but they were both laughing.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

"Why can't | drive one of those?' Katera asked, jerking her head toward an AeroCar that had taken off
and was streaking skyward.

"Because," Mike explained for the second time that afternoon, "you have to master your ground skills and
get alicense before you can start on the flyers. It takes practice.” He pointed to the forward icon
blinking on the console in the Micro, the smart looking LandCar that he'd purchased to teach Katerato
drive. "Pressthat,” he said, and settled into the passenger's seat.

It was alittle disconcerting to hand her the controls after amere seven-month's exposure to hisworld,
but she'd insisted. The westher in Ocean Park where they lived had look good that morning. It was as
good aday asany for aride. At least driving was not adifficult skill to master. Ease of operation made it
achild'sgame. Still, therewererules.

"I've had practiceflying...lots of times"

Mike laughed. "Takataks don't count for squat here. There are no Tatatak licenses at the LAUD
Bureau."



The officidsat the Land, Air, and UnderSea Driving Bureau would likely tip over when she gppeared to
get her license. A lifefilled with rocsadons, kiddiks, and smple bows and arrows was hardly a
commendation for driving in the twenty-third century.

"Only because there are no takataks," she chalenged. "If there were, I'd be an ace pilot.”
"Asl| recall, the takatak did al the driving, and you just went aong for theride.”

"Hey," she barked, feigning indignation. "Those leather harnesses are complicated. If you don't center it
just right, it could throw the takatak off balance, and it would drop you likea...like an anchor ."

Mike heard the pride in her voice as she belted out one of her new vocabulary words. Since hed
employed the tutor several months ago, she practiced new words constantly. Amazing progress, Jay
Schneider, the tutor told him. That, and she's a genius. What an intellect. Jay had explained that she'd
transferred her writing skills from Pardlonian to the English dphabet with incredible ease. She dso
excdlled in science and math, which hetailored to aid in her assmilation. She asked tons of questionsand
advanced so rapidly that it sent Jay scrambling back to the master plan every few daysto modify her
curriculum.

"An anchor. Good andogy,” Mike commented.

He cast asidelong glance at her as she eased the Micro past agroup of children, tracing her finger
around the representationa images of the children on the smulation pad. The Micro responded
efficiently, veering off the main track and onto one of the innumerable side tracks that were buried
underground and kept the vehicle magnetically on course.

Shewasfully occupied, fitting for afirgt driving lesson, so herelaxed alittle. It was good to see her
engaged, and he knew she needed this-this, and the tutoring sessions. And not just to aid in her
adjustment to his world-her world, he reminded himsdlf-they served as distractions to keep her mind off
thetricky stuff...stuff that had the power to turn her instantly misty-eyed, such as any mention of Pardlon
or her family.

Since she'd been asking to see the underwater city of Sueladel Mar, he figured held let her drive there
for her firgt lesson. Located twenty miles offshore from Ocean Park past the San Pedro continental shelf,
the ridewould alow her both land and underwater driving experience. With the advent of atmospheric
controls, and more importantly, the sed created from an impenetrable materid, the conversion of
LandCarsinto underwater vessels had become aredlity. It was no longer necessary to switchto a
WaterCar to finish the route. Since driving underwater was easier than driving on land, thetrip to Suela
de Mar seemed like anatural choice. She should have a smooth experience, except for the Trangition
Belt, of course, but hed help her through that.

Pushing her finger over the pad, Katera guided the Micro onto the busy Landway, the six-lane
thoroughfare that ran through the city of Ocean Park in the West Divide of World Union |. The sun
sparkled off the tal buildings as she navigated through the speeding traffic. Five miles ahead, the
Landway ran into the Trangtion Belt, asiretch of track amilelong that allowed driverstime to convert
their LandCarsinto water vessdls before plunging down the track onto the Waterway, and disappearing
into the Pacific Ocean. It would require specia attention as controls were adjusted to create the
appropriate internal atmosphere and cover the exterior with an ultra-thin layer of indestructible Planck
meterid.

He braced himsdlf for the trangtion. If something went wrong and the LandCar did not seal properly, the
ocean would seep into the car as they sped out on the San Pedro shelf aong the ocean floor. Asthe
track carried them deeper into the ocean, the Micro would implode from the pressure of the heavy sea.



Mike trained his eye on the front window, searching for the beams of red light that streaked acrossthe
Landway, signding the approach of the Plunge, asit was affectionately caled. There would be thirty
seconds on the Transition Belt between the Landway and the Waterway to secure the LandCar for the
dive

He considered how much time held give Katera before he intervened, if necessary. Ten seconds, he
decided. Ten secondswas plenty of time. At 112 miles per hour, the thin streeks of red light fell across
the thoroughfare aminute and ahdf later. Mike stiffened, but kept hisvoice even.

"Now, Katera."

Katera pressed the icons, Transition, Air, Transition, Seal in the correct sequence to adjust the Micro
for the ride under the waves. Mike tuned hisearsto listen for thetelltale clicks, sgnaling that alayer of
transparent Planck materia had enveloped and sedled the Micro. Nothing happened. The secure
environment icon did not light up. A glitch in abrand new Micro? What were the odds?

It wouldn't matter what they wereif he didn't do something fast. Swallowing his panic, Mike stretched his
arm over Katera's and pushed the emergency icon, which had the capacity to assessthe Situation in half a
second. That would leave precious seconds to make the decision to abort and follow atrack off the
Landway...or to continue straight ahead into the Plunge.

"The starboard ridge sedl over the door is broken," acam, feminine voice from the console announced.
"Repairs by the InCar Engineer will require ten seconds.”

Good God. They didn't have ten seconds. He opened his mouth to order Katerato hit the Abort icon
positioned off the main console near her left elbow and out of hisreach...but shewas aready pressingit.
Abruptly, the Micro split from the main route and barreled down asmaller, paradld route.

Asthey approached the divide where drivers could choose to reenter the Landway or head back to
Ocean Park, Katera asked, "How many seconds before we hit the ocean if we go back on the
Landway?'

"Seven, but were turning around and going back to Ocean Per..."

With a sudden veer, Katera guided the Micro back onto the Landway with six seconds remaining to
complete the repairs. Mike held his breath. There was nothing left to do but wait. His eyes grew wide as
he watched the timer on the console. With the blood pounding in his head and afraction of asecond
remaining, the Micro dipped over the edge of the Trangition Belt and into the Plunge.

Down, down at two hundred miles an hour onto the new track. Mike fdlt his stomach drop, dipping

away like dead weight. Katera gasped as the searaced toward them. With ajolt, the world turned a

liquid milky green. The Micro dowed to 125 miles per hour. Mike glanced at the driver's console. The
Environment Secure icon waslit. The InCar Engineer had doneits job. He let out adeep sigh.

"Do you think you might have timed that just alittle closer?1 was hoping for some excitement.”

Kateralaughed. "I'll try to do better next time." She sounded pleased. He decided to explain the dangers
and precautionary measuresto her later. He had no desire to spoil the moment. Pleasure eluded her too
often these days, Mike thought with atwinge.

"Ooh, look!" she exclaimed, pointing ahead.

"Yes, that'sthe giant kelp forest. 1t's grown to form atunnd around the tracks.”



"How did it do that?"

"The kelp was cleared to lay the Waterway tracks, and then grew together over the top forming this
tunnd.”

"The...kelp?It's so beautiful. The light seemsto be coming from inside the leaves. Oh,
they're...tranducent,” she said, practicing one of her vocabulary words. "Isit redly afores?'

"Yes. It isaforest. It hasacanopy and different layersjust like the terrestria one.”

Katera glanced down at the smulation pad, and alook of darm registered on her face. "There aren't any
pictures on the screen.”

"It'sdright,” he assured her. "There are only two tracks on the Waterway, and they lead to and from
Sueladd Mar. Since there's nowhere else to go down here. Driving isn't necessary, so the pad shuts off
and the Micro propelsitsalf dong the magnetized track." Katera blinked, exhaled and leaned back.
"That'sright,” Mike said, softly. "Enjoy theride."

For several minutes, acomfortable slence fell between them as Katera gazed out over the gently waving
frondsinthe kelp field, her lipsdightly parted. He imagined how it must gppear to her, and was reminded
of hisfirgt trip under the waves. Hisfather had driven him out after the city had first been built. HEd just
turned thirteen. They'd spotted a pod of dolphinsweaving in and out of thetal fronds, asif it werea
playground designed for their amusement.

And now, aschoal of brilliant orange fish drifted above them like a sngle organism, abruptly switching
and turning like so many |eaves whipped by the wind. Katera gasped.

"Oh, they'relovely,” shewhispered. "Theré's so many.”
"Those are girabadi,” hetold her. Y ou see alot them down here."

Mike caught aflash of something large bobbing in and out of the kelp on the left side of the track next to
Katera. Dozens of huge fish were poking their enormous headsin and out of the shadowy kelp with fixed
stares. Katera saw them, too, and craned her neck to see better. Several swam out from their shelter
reveding thar fat, Sx-foot long bodies. Shelet out asmall shriek.

"Don't worry-they're harmless," Mike said, quickly. "Those are giant sea bass, and they know better than
to swiminfront of the Micro. Evenif they did, it wouldn't derail us."

"Merciful Lupanal" shecried. "They look asbig asmy aunt Tasha."

"Aunt Tashaweighed more than three hundred pounds?* Mike asked, incredulous. He didn't think
anybody in Paralon weighed more than 180, given dl the effort it took to survive,

"Wedidn't have...what do you cal them?'
"Weight scales?'

"Yes. Scaes. We didn't have them, but she became as big as one of those fish. She did little else but eat
after her mind started going. She sure could have used one of those VisiOrbs before she died. Not the
way it was used in Paralon, but like it's used here-as a device to help people with dementia. Y ou know,
with someone watching from acontrol center, guiding her through her day. It'swonderful theway it's
used in your world."



Mike paused. "It's your world, too, Katera."

He did not miss the expression of sadnessthat flickered across her face, and again felt a stab of regret
that hed stolen her from her true home and brought her to Ocean Park, even though held had littlein the
way of choice. In asense, shewas adjusting well and learning much, if you assessed her
accomplishmentsaone.

And he wasn't the only one who thought her strides and achievements were phenomenal. The entire
world was enchanted with Katera from Paralon, as she/d been warmly dubbed. At media conferences,
she was soft-gpoken, yet charming and communicative while answering everyone's questions, sharing the
exciting things she was learning about the new world shelived in. The whole of the World Union never
seemed to get enough of the beautiful woman from the past, and the demand for her presence at global
events was incessant.

Only Mike knew how she truly felt, for only he witnessed the long hours spent late every night staring up
at the night sky. He knew she wasimagining her home-he could fedlit. Sheld starerelentlessly at the sars,
the only part of the modern world unchanged since the days of Parallon. Sheld crane her neck upward
for hours. At times, shelowered her head in prayer before the moon. Otherwise, she searched the
congelations hungrily for the stars that her mother and father had taught her to recognize and useto find
her way home, if ever shewaslost. He knew she fdt logt, but no amount of searching the heavenswas
going to bring her any closer to Paralon.

Asthe Micro sped aong the tracks over the hard, shae ocean bottom, the scene around them grew
darker asthey descended, deeper and deeper, until shadows merged with shadows. Soon, all was black,
densely so. Every now and then, aglowing thing, like aset of disembodied shining stripes or long
tentacles, would appear and glide away. Whether Katera knew that these were fish, she did not let on
and they rode in silence, which seemed fitting for the hushed world surrounding them.

Soon, afaint light appeared on the ocean bottom in the distance, smeared and blurry through the water.
Asthey drew closer, thelight grew larger until a shape emerged, something with rounded top. ..adome.

"Sueladd Mar?' Katera bresthed, breaking the silence.
"Yes, it'sarather squat dome. One-quarter mile high with adiameter of three miles.”
"That's...tha'shuge."

"Not by terrestria standards, but for an underwater city it isbig, one of the biggest. Most of them are
only one or two milesin diameter. They're still abig experiment.”

"How many are there?'
Mike had to think. They were building new ones every year.
"Maybe...fifty or so. They dot the continenta shelves and Mesopel agic zones around the world.”

"I know about the zone and the continenta shelf,” she said. "The shdlf isashdlow part of the ocean
surrounding continents. It drops off into the degp ocean. The Mesope agic zone is between them.”

She sounded pleased with herself, and Mike smiled. She sucked up knowledge so quickly, it was
dizzying. If shed been born and bred in this era, thered have been no stopping her. Surely, she would
have taken her place among the great scholars of histime.

"Right, but there are no citiesin the deep ocean. .. yet. There are plansfor one, though.”



They were gpproaching the trand ucent and artificialy radiant dome. The vague shape of buildings merged
gleaming into the light. The Micro dowed asit neared the entrance and stopped in front, behind aline of
LandCars. A large entryway, thirty feet across, opened dowly. The Micro moved inside with acouple
other cars and the entry door closed behind them. They were inside achamber. Another door sat in
front, but it did not open. Katera pressed theiconsfor Transition, Unseal, Release Planck Shield.
Mike heard the series of clicks asthe shield withdrew. A loud noisefilled their space and the water level
decreased insde the chamber. Findly, it reached bottom and the doorsin front opened up into the
sparkling city of Sudadd Mar.

Except for thefact that it lay 1,000 meters under the sea, the roads and buildings looked alot like Ocean
Park, with the marvel ous exception the landscape of SuelaDel Mar featured the floraand faunaof a
tropicd rainforest. Orchids, bromeliads, and other floraerupted in vivid color, contrasting with the moss
and lichen-covered trees. Ferns dotted the landscape everywhere. Unlike the natura rainforest, however,
these trees were clipped short to amodest ten to thirty feet, allowing thetaller buildingsto reach over
them and form the canopy.

"Oh, lovely," Katerasaid, planting her pam on her chest. On the console, the smulation pad blinked on.
She looked down and dutifully moved her finger onto the pad. "Where to?"

"| thought we could visit Poseidon's Palace. They have anice restaurant there and great seafood. We
could try adice of their giant seabass.”

"Aslong asthey don't serve me a piece with those creepy eyebdls, I'll try it. Hey, I'll even buy.”
"Thisismy treet, Katera."

"No, | indgst. Y ou do so much for me. And what am | supposed to do with al thismoney they're giving
me? | can't spend it fast enough.”

"Saveit. Invest it. That'swhat people do with money. And they're not giving it to you. You earnit from
your gppearances.”

Katera shook her head. "Talking and more talking. Such astrange way to make aliving. | don't do
anything but answer questions. We used to do that for the Kastaks for free."

They both laughed, and Mike pointed down a side street that led to the restaurant.
"Okay," hesad. "You're on, moneybags."

Katera pointed the Micro in the direction of Poseidon's Palace, athree-story building with towers and
attending spires. Large trees flanked the exterior with tal birds of paradise blooming among them.
Smaller ferns, hibiscus and orchids, ringed the larger birds. She directed the Micro into one of the many
LandCar parking tracks that snaked through the gardens.

"Not bad for afirg ride," Katerasaid, smiling as she pressed the console icon to unseal and open the
doors.

"Even better for alast one”

Mike laughed and pulled himsdlf up from the low segt. The eterndly warm and humid air of Sudladel
Mar wrapped around him like amoist blanket. Katera hopped out and joined him from the other side.

"You'll want to be niceto the driver,” she said, taking hisarm. ™Y ou're along way from home."



And so am |, came her unspoken words. She smiled, but he noticed that once again, her eyestook up
that hollow look. ..and he knew her thoughts had turned to Parallon.

"Yeah, youreright. And | didn't bring my swimsuit. Guess|'ll haveto kissup...damn."

Katera squeezed hisarm. He enclosed her fingers with his and squeezed back, but he could fed a
sadness settling over her like a cloak-a sadness that visited with agrowing frequency. Mike sighed. She
had quit talking about going home, findly convinced that he didn't have asolution. She understood that
there/d be no returning to Parallon, that she was going to grow old in thisworld.

Y et her sllence pained him even more than when she had probed him with endless questions. The dark
moods that accompanied her withdrawal . ...it didn't feel good. He recognized that for her to stay strong,
shewould need to talk about how she felt. HE try to draw her out. If shewas going to hed, if they were
going to have any chance at alife together, he had to keep her connected to the things that were
important to her, which meant, in her case, her former life and her family. At least until she adjusted, if she
ever did.

The doorsto Poseidon's Palace retracted into the surrounding walls, and Mike stepped inside with
Katera, her arm looped through his asif she needed holding up.

Chapter Thirty

Katera struggled to keep smiling as Mikolen guided her through the front courtyard toward Poseidon's
Palace. It wasn't Mikolen'sfault that most of the time shefdlt like shedding ariver of tears. If anything,
her desire to please him kept her going. If she were to admit the truth, nothing else motivated her to get
up in the morning. Watching the pleasure in his eyeswhen her tutor, Jay, bragged about her progress
made her want to study all day long, to absorb as much as possible. If only it were enough.

She hadn't felt like thisin the beginning. Sheld been absorbed in the miracles around her, enchanted as
shemarveled at every technicd wonder, large and small: from the communication system, likethewrist
screensthat alowed you to talk with and view anyone, anywhere, to the incredible Earth satellite stations
containing small cities where people worked and lived. For her, new discoverieslay around every corner,
athough they no longer captivated her with the same intengity asin thosefirst few weeks.

Something else had surfaced. . .afedling, sharp-edged and persstent. Steedlily, it had carved apath
through the center of her joy leaving adead hole, a place of emptiness. Y es, the peoplein thisworld
treated her wdll, but buckets of adulation from World Council membersdidn't fed asgood asthe smple
approva from Mamafor ajob well done. Sherecaeived incredible giftsfrom dignitaries al over the world,
but it didn't warm her heart as much asthe crudely crafted wooden moon that never left her neck.
Certainly theridesin the AeroCars were thrilling, but it didn't match the exhilaration she'd felt when Papa
had hoisted her onto the back of her first hoshdel.

And these fedlings had increased as the weeks passed. The images of home grew more vivid, especidly
at night when Lupana showed her face. Oh, if only therewasaway ...

She knew Mikolen would build her another stargateif he could, but he could not and she must accept it.
He deserved better than someone who aways wished to be somewhere ese. With greet effort, she
smiled up at him asthey waked across the wide |obby of the restaurant, hoping she could act her way
through another afternoon.

Posaidon's Palace from the outside resembled something out of one of those digital history books that
Jay had given her. What wasit? Oh, yes-alate gothic cathedra-tall and airy with lots of windows and



decorative flying buttresses pressed into the external walls. The doorsto the lobby opened asthey
approached, and they stepped inside.

Katerasighed. It was one thing to ook at a picture and quite another to seeit in person, evenif it wasa
replica. Theinterior walls soared upward into delicate ogiva arches and ribbed vaults. Above, rose
windows sparkled like the inside of a kaleidoscope. She followed the colored beams of light to the
marble floor below, where an elaborate arrangement of inlaid tiles depicted Posiedon on histhrone,

Katerawas marveling at the details when the maitre d' appeared in the lobby. He pattered towards them
like aswift penguin, stopping in front of Katera. In the middle of alittle bow, he froze.

"Oh, oh!" Hishand fluttered to his chest as he straightened. Here it comes , Katerathought . "Isit redly
you?' Histhin lips curled up like a potato chip. "Katerafrom Parallon? Oh...my!"

He dapped his hand to his cheek. Katera nodded weakly, but before she had a chance to say anything
Mikolen cameto her rescue.

"It isKatera, and she's very hungry. Perhaps you could find us atable?!

The maitre d' wagged his head and clapped his hands together. "Of course. And what an honor for our
humble establishment to be graced with the presence of someone such as..."

"Thetable?' Mikolen interrupted.

"Oh, right away...Dr. Leno, isn't it? We have the perfect spot for you." Hiseyesflitted to Katera. With a
flourishing twist of hiswrigt, heindicated aside aide. "Right thisway, please." Asthey fdl in step behind
him, he flipped his head back at Mikolen and said in aconspiratoria tone, Y ou're going to love your
table. It hasthe best view of the garden.”

Mikolen nodded as the maitre d' led them briskly past other tables and patrons toward a glass-encased
room at the far end. It showcased a 180-degree view of the garden. Asthey entered, it felt asif they'd
crossed athreshold into ajungle, thick with trees and ferns. He offered atable with high partitions "so
they might enjoy their privacy". Kateradipped into the form-fitting seat acrossfrom Mikolen. After
pointing to the menu icons, the maitre d' instructed them to order at their leisure. He bowed again, gave
an extranod to Katera, and left. Mikolen leaned forward on the table and searched Katera's eyes with
hisown.

"Katera," he said, softly. "I know you've stopped asking, but...you know, | ill wish | could take you

"I know, Mikolen," Katerainterrupted. "I know you would if you could, and I'm sorry | haven't been
much company for you lately.”

Hewaved hishand. "I'm not worried about that. It's you I'm worried about. Y ou put on a brave front,
but I know you're unhappy.”

He knows. Katerahit her lip. "l just need time."

"And you haveit, but sometimes | think it's getting worse. Do you think we're taking thisin the right
direction?' He reached over and picked up her hands. "Do you think it might help to stop stargazing until
3:00 in the morning? Isthismaking it any easier for you? Because | promise you, the moon doesn't care.
It'still going to rise and fal without your eyes pinned oniit.”

Katerapulled her handsfrom his. "On her , Mikolen, not it. And my religion happensto be up therein



the starry heavens. | find my peace when | talk to Lupana.”

"Doyou?" he asked. "Becauseit sureis hard to tell from watching you. By morning, you usudly look
pretty lost."

Kateralowered her head. He wasright, of course, but it was so hard to stop. Praying to Lupana
provided her with a potent connection to Parallon-the last one she had. When she prayed to the moon in
whatever form-full, crescent, or divered-she knew who she was. When she gazed at the home of the
goddess, she could remember the important things, the values shed grown up with. True, it also
beckoned eruptions of sorrow...

"I-1 can't stop. | need Lupana. She guides mein thisworld. | must pray to her."

Mike sighed. "Katera, you've been around the moon in an AeroCar. Doesit really look to you like an
immortal goddess livesthere?

Kateralooked a him sharply. "Lupanas spirit isfelt, not seen.” Her chinlifted. "Lupanaisthere.”

"Okay. Okay." Helifted both handsin supplication. "But have you asked her to help you live happily in
thisworld?'

Yes , Katerathought, alump rising to her throat. If you only knew .
"l need time," she repeated.

Mikolen nodded, but looked unconvinced, histhick brow knitted over hislight blue eyes. He reached
again for her hands, but she moved them under the table. He sighed.

"Y ou missyour family, | know. And | can't bring you to them or them to you, but youand |...we can
make our own family together. Y ou can have afamily; itll just be anew one.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean," Mikolen leaned forward, stretching hisarms acrossthe table, "let's get married. | know you
wanted to wait until you felt competent in thisworld. Well, you are. Y ou're highly competent. Y ou have
mastered more in seven months than anyone would have thought possible. And you can continue to learn
thingsfor therest of your life. In the meantime, let's have children and begin our lives. . .together.” He
cocked his head and looked at her, a pleading look in hiseyes. "C'mon."

Theinvitation to surrender was clear. She placed her hands on the tabletop, and felt thankful that he did
not reach for them again.

"It'sjust that I'm not ready. | fill dont...I mean, it'snot your fault, but | don't fedl likel belong here.
Y ou've been wonderful-that's not the problem-it's just....not my world. And how can | possibly get
married and have children in aplace where| don't belong?"

"Y ou belong, Katera. Ask anyone.”

"Belonging goes both ways. Everyone has been so kind, and I'm grateful for that, but | till don't feel right
here. It'snot my home"

Mikolen dropped his head to the side, looking pained. When he looked back at her, his eyeslooked
glazed over and hissmile forced.

"Takedl thetimeyou need,” hesaid.



"Mikolen, please..."

She wanted to ask for his patience, ask him to wait until she felt more comfortable, more confident, but
held dready risen and was making hisway past the tables toward the exit. She grabbed her wrap and
pocketbook, and scurried after him.

* k%

Seated done on the other side of the high partition, Felipa Kurtz, deep in thought, turned around to finish
her abalone. She'd heard enough. Mike Leno'slady, Katerafrom Paralon, wanted to go home. It gave
Felipaanidea...an absolutely marvelousidea

Chapter Thirty-One

Mike guided his Lynx, adeek-looking LandCar, through the Identi-Gate asit opened for him. Good, he
thought. Felipa had programmed the gate to recogni ze his car-so much easier than fumbling with those
damn Permit-to-Pass request icons. As he pulled up in front of her stylish and rambling home overlooking
the Pacific Ocean, heredlized it had been ten years since held been up here, though Felipawould
remember seeing him one year ago a her dinner table with Greg. Mike had wanted to come up and offer
his condolences after Felipa had learned about Greg's death, but she'd said she wasn't taking visitors.
Hed sent flowers, notes, and for weeks. .. nothing. Until last night-suddenly this phone call.

"Come seeme, Mike," she said, cheerily. "It's been awhile." He asked her if she was okay. "Fine, fine,"
and "Sorry | haven't called you sooner.”

Very curious, but why argue with agood thing? It was greet to hear the melancholy tone absent from her
voice-maybe she wasfindly on the mend.

Heturned hisLynx into aguest dot at the end of her driveway and hopped out. Before he reached the
front door, it retracted into the surrounding wall. Clearly, she waswaiting for him.

He stepped into the foyer, and as he had on past visits, admired the golden aura emanating from the walls
of the room. Greg had ingalled Sunner Beamsinside them, creating awarm, golden glow that reached
severd feet into the room from each wall. Felipahad furnished two cornerswith SunLit Objectsd' Art,
an art form that alowed the artist to fashion invisible, curving boundaries revealed only by interior
illumination. Balls of light traveled the width and breadth of the structure, lighting different sectionsin
isolation of the others. The result was an eerieimpression of twisting, changing abstract forms of
luminosity. The objects played off thewalls, ingesting their auraand growing brighter, while at other times
thelight leaked out and entered the walls. It was a cyclica glowing and dimming process and an endless
source of fascination for him.

He was studying a path of light asit curled upward to the ceiling, when he felt a presence behind him. He
turned. Felipalooked eegant in atunic style top covered with glittery Scaleys, aproduct created to
resembl e the sparkling flanks of the popular Rainbow fish. Her hair appeared thin, but clean; her eyes
watery, but interested. She'd lost some weight.

"Hey, Felipa" He held his arms open, and she waked into them, dlowing Mike to give her abear hug.
"So good to seeyou.”

"Good to seeyou, too, Mike." She stepped away, smiling. "And thanks so much for coming. I'm sorry
not to invite Katera, but | have some important thingsthat | want to discuss with you, and she shouldn't
hear about it until everything's settled.”



"Until everything's settled? Sounds like you've dready made up your mind. Are you taking input or isthe
plan dready hatched?"

"Don't worry. Nothing will be decided without you, since you'd be the mgor player...if you decideto do
it." Her smile disappeared, which made her look much older than her thirty-six years.

"Sounds s=rious.”

A twingewrested his gut. Something didn't fed right. Helooked at her curioudy, but she had turned,
motioning for him to follow.

"C'mon. Let's go to the south wing where we can talk."

Sheled him through the house, past the living room where a servant stood on tip-toe polishing aspherical
lanadik, past the great room boasting an illusion of forty-foot high wals and arevolving star-studded
celling, past the kitchen where a cook was dropping something into a self-regulated cooking pot, past the
reading room filled with SleepL.ift sugpension couches and chairs, through the outdoor atrium where Blue
Crown conures, lories, and macaws squawked insdeinvisible-waled aviaries, and into the opposite wing
of the house. Down another hallway, and she turned into the conference room, the one Greg had built to
conduct meetings with other scientists. She closed the door, and motioned Miketo Sit down &t the long
table. He dipped into the SuspensonChair behind it and waited for Felipaas she ingtructed the servants,
viathe HouseSpeaker on the wall, not to disturb them. As she sat down across from him, he noticed for
thefirg timethat shelooked pale, dmost ashen. Was she frightened? She folded her hands on the
tabletop and leaned forward.

"Mike, | have good news and bad news."
"Okaaay." He braced himsdlf. "Gimme the bad first. Then maybe the good news will seem even better.”

She amiled. "Asyou wish. Actudly, it will make more sense thisway-telling the bad newsfirst.” She
sighed deeply, summoning her courage. "'l haven't got much time.”

"What do you mean?"

"I mean I'm dying. I've been diagnosed with late stage cancer. It'sdl over my body...avery aggressve
form. There'stoo much damage for tissue restoration to do its magic. No amount of Serulin will help me

Mike was stunned. Nobody died from cancer anymore unlessit had progressed to the final stage, which
it rarely did. How did shelet it get thisfar? Diagnostic medica equipment alowed instantaneous
assessments of all body systems. Had she not beento aclinic?

"Felipa, no. My God. How?"

"l ignored the signs. | fdlt terrible after Greg's death. | thought my symptoms were aresult of my grief,
that'sall. By thetime | went to the hedlth clinic, it wastoo late. | walked into the assessment chamber,
and the cancer icons began blinking al over the body map like city lightsfrom theair. It'sin my organs,
my bones."

"Fdipa...Oh, I'm so sorry."

Shereached over the table and laid ahand on hisarm. ™Y ou know, in afunny way, it'sal right. Greg was
thelove of my life, and now very soon, I'm going to be with him again. | don't mean to sound morbid, but
| can't helpit. I'm not unhappy about this."



Mike found no reason to celebrate and didn't want to encourage it. "Y ou know, there are alot of people
that care about you, Felipa. Greg wasn't the only one. People are going to missyou. | know you don't
have living rdlatives, but you havelots of friends. Did you think about how everyoneisgoing to takethis
news?'

"Yes, and I'm sorry. | love my friends, and that includes you, but thisishow | fed.”
Mike drew in along breath. "How long?"

"Not long, maybe three. ..four weeks. Anyway, that's the bad news."

Mike shook his head. "Y our bad news hasto dwarf any good news you could offer."
"Actualy, the good newsis pretty big, too."

In spite of himself, Mike cocked an ear. "Well, don't keep mein suspense.”

Felipadrew in adeep breath. "Asyou are aware, | am avery rich woman. | am the sole owner of
Kurtz's Quantum Energy Sources. | have no use for money, and | have no heirs. | want to do something
good withit beforel die"

"What did you havein mind?'
"Itl take most of it to do what | want, but there's enough.”
"Enough for what?'

Felipaleaned back. "Enough to build another stargate. A stargate to take you and Katera back to
Paralon...where Greg isburied. | want you to build it."

Mike straightened his spine and shifted in his seet. "Go on."
"Not only do | have the funds, but only KQES makesthe EM Sphere, asyou know."

Mike brought the fingertips of each hand together and leaned forward, thinking hard. This could work.
KQES not only created the specidized EM Sphere needed to power astargate, but offered an army of
techniciansto aid in the congtruction of a stargate. Mike felt asfocused as alaser beam. This could be
the answer-for Katera...for him.

"Felipa, are you sure? | mean, there are many, many charitiesthat can benefit..."

"I'm sure," she said, sternly enough to silence him. "I've thought about this thoroughly, and thisiswhét |
want to do."

A question lingered, and he knew he had to ask it. "Why? Why do you want to do this? What makes
sending Kateraand me back into the past so important?”

A shrewd look settled on her features, and Mike knew there was more. "'l want to go with you. | want to
find Greg'sgrave. | want to mourn him at hisgrave. Y ou do know where hisremains are, don't you?"'

Mike nodded. "Yes, but it was amass burid. There are no markers. Could you handle that?'

"Yes, and it gives medl the more reason to go with you. | must perform the proper ministrationsto bless
thegte"



"| can do that for you. Y ou may not want to travel to the past. Katera'sworld isrough, violent compared
to ours. Y ou may find it very uncomfortable, especidly inyour condition. If you'll low me, | promiseto
adminigter al the gppropriate blessings.”

"Thanks," sheinterrupted, "but | need to be there. | need to be near him when | die; near hisremains,
and...and | want to be buried with him. | want to lie next to him forever. Y ou'll do that for me, won't
you, Mike? Let me go with you. .. bury me?’

S0, that wasit. The bottom line: she wants to be where Greg is even if he's dead. Not surprising. Fdlipa
hed lived her lifefor Greg, revolving around him and his activities like asatdlite, tending to hisevery
need. Obvioudy, the bulk of Felipa's routines had ground to a screeching hat with Greg's death.

"Mike?' Fdipawas staring at him, hard. "1 haven't got much time. Y ou need to build thisnow. I will place
every technician a KQES at your disposd. With their help you should be able to completeit in two to
three weeks."

Mike met her determined gaze. "Fdipa..."
"Thisisadying woman'swish. | want you to build it, and | want to go with you."

Mike bowed his head. What could he hope to accomplish by talking her out of this? She only had a
month to live, maybe less. What possible satisfaction would she gain by staying behind? She had her
passion, her remaining strength, invested in this project-that was plain to see.

"And if | happen to die before you finish, | still want you to complete the stargate. And then, | want you
to take my body back to..."

“Fipal”

"Takeit back. Takeit back, and bury it with Greg's. Thisismy wish, Mike." Sheleaned back in her chair
breathless, asif the excitement had taxed her last ounce of energy. When she spoke again, her voice was
ahoarse whisper. "Will you do it? Will you build another stargate and let me come with you?”'

Mike gave her along look. "Yes," hesaid. "Yesand yes."

A light flickered into her eyes and she smiled, but in the next moment, the look of infinite weariness
returned.

"Good," she sad, leaning back. " Then you may begin tomorrow. Thetechnicianswill be waiting for you."

Chapter Thirty-Two

The sun dipped below the Pecific in aburning sky that glazed the surface of the watery horizonin an
array of burnt oranges. Mike entered the house and paused in the living room after spying Katera, who
was gtting outside in the atrium. She sat with her back to him, her face strained toward the heavens. He
strolled to the door and followed her gaze up, though he knew the object of her attention. A full moon
was making an early appearance and lay pasted like awhite wafer on the darkening sky. If hedd had an
EnergyCam, the viewer that recorded invisible forms of energy, he'd probably spot atether or some
ethered umbilica cord leading from the moon dl the way south to her navel.

She must have fdt him standing there, because she tore her face from the orb in the sky and turned
around.

"Mikolen!"



She hopped up as Mike stepped outside. He knew she was anxious to hear the news. She'd begged to

go to Felipaswith him, but Mike had been firm. Felipa said come alone. Y es, he'd confessed to Katera,

it concerned her, but Felipawanted Mike to hear it first and approve the plan. Katera had made him

promisetotell al as soon as he returned. He made a deliberately sour face, gathering hislipsin apout.
Let's not make thistoo easy , he thought. Kateralooked stunned.

"What happened?' she asked. "I thought this was supposed to be good news." Mike worked at his
mouth, straining to keep the corners down. Katerayelped. " Ya takano !" she swore, with alaugh
"You'reteasing me. Youd better tell me some good news, takano, before knock your head off."

Mikolen's scowl evaporated into asmile, and he caught her risng wrigts. " Just wanted to give this news
the proper build up; make sureit has theright impact.”

"What news? What impact? Tell me." Shelaughed, wrenching her hands free to pound his chest with
both figts. "Tell me, or I'll turn you into MissMeat."

"Miss Meat?' Mike laughed. "Oh, you mean mincemest, goofbal. Ow!" Mikolen threw his head back as
she pummeled him, grimacing in defeat. "All right. Anything you say." He grabbed her wrists again, pulled
them to her Sdes. "Stay," heingructed, pointing afinger a them.

"They do not obey those who hesitate,” she sad, lifting afist in front of him. "Giveit up."

Heraised both handsin surrender. "Please, don't hurt me. Y ou're going home, that's what. Put those
ferocious dukes down.”

Katerafroze asthe smile dropped off her face. "That's not funny, Mikolen.”

Mike straightened and dropped his hands. "1 wouldn't kid you about something likethis. Y ou're going
home"

Kateras eyes popped open. Her mouth flapped severd times, but no sound came ouit.
"How?' she asked findlly, asif she didn't trust her tongue to wrap around another word.

"In agtargate. Felipa has enough money to build one, so she's sending us back. She wantsto go with us.”
Mike paused. " She has cancer. She's not going to live much longer.”

"Cancer?!
"Y es. She wants to go back with us, so she can be buried with her husband.”
Katera blinked. "Go back with us?’

"Yes, to Pardlon." Kateralooked dumbfounded, so Miketried again. "Y ou're going home. Y ou're going
back to Parallon-back to your parents and Rorken. It'll take me a couple of weeksto assemble a
sargate. Then were gone. Well be leaving for 3540 BC."

For asplit second Katerds face registered an expression of limbo, asif therisk in believing hiswords
were equd to therisk of not believing. And then, it hit her asif ahuge bal of air smacked into her middle.
She staggered backward afew steps and caught herself, her feet planted wide. Her hands flew to her
chest, one over the other. She rocked forward, and then back again, lifted her head and stared
open-mouthed at the celling. A small noise gurgled up from her throat, or wasit alaugh? A sob? Maybe
it was both. Y es, he could see her face as she drew her head down. Happy tears streaked her cheeks as
shelaughed out loud. She walked unevenly to him, her eyes dancing, and flung her arms around his neck.



"Oh, Mikolen."

He leaned over and pressed hisface into the side of her head, into the soft, thick curls of her hair, and
pulled her to him. At that moment, he would have died to keep her this happy. Whatever it took-move a
mountain, build a stargate-nothing was too much. She gazed up a him. Her breath was fragrant, swest.

"Y ou're coming back with me, too, right? Y ou'll stay with mein Pardlon, won't you?'

Hewrapped hisarms around her waist, pulled her body closer. "Only if you promiseto marry me," he
sad, huskily. "Will you? Will you marry mein Pardlon?’

Sheflashed aquick amile, her eyesflickering with verve. "If that's what you want, show meyou meaniit,”
she commanded. "Kiss me. Prove to methat you're willing to leave your world and stay with me
forever."

Sheflipped her head back daringly and closed her eyes. Wearing asmall, expectant smile, shelicked her
lips. A primitive urged stirred within him as he soaked up her presentation, at once seductive and
innocent. He wanted to ravage her, and with great restraint, lowered hislips dowly to hers. She met them
softly, lip brushing lip. He used histongue to tease hers further apart, tasting, possessing. Her mouth
opened, and he took in severa honeyed sips aswaves of heat unleashed into his body.

"Mikolen."

Her voice was silky, low. He didn't remember ever feding this keenly aroused-arousal spiked with a
razor-edged tension generated from almost eight months of covert foreplay made intense by the denia of
its power over him. His body was demanding payment. He felt her arch againgt him, felt the soft yield of
her mouth, and he kissed her, drinking deeply. Her supple form twisted beneath his hands as she rubbed
againg him. He struggled to stay focused and rational. Wary of grabbing too much too soon, he fought
the urge to thrust his hands under her skirt.

She'savirgin, Leno . Go slow for Chrissake.

But Katerawasn't going dow. Standing on tiptoe, she nipped his ear with her teeth, dashed her tongue
lightly around hislobe, and did it down his neck. His senses reded, and unable to control the impulse any
longer, he dipped both hands under her skirt, grasped her bottom and lifted. She gave alittle hop and
wrapped her legs around his midsection. His constrained arousal pressed againgt her. Hetried to say to
her name, but amoan fell out of histhroat instead.

He carried her to the bedroom, her legs still wrapped around him. New sensations erupted inside him
every time she squeezed her legs, nipped his neck, his ear. He reached the suspension bed and fell
forward onto the cushion of air with Kateraunder him. Gazing into her eyes through the growing
darkness, he reached one hand over her head and snapped hisfingers. A soft, dim light enveloped the
room.

"Mikolen," shesad,"I..."

Shedid not finish, because he'd rolled off her and pulled the release tab |ocated over her solar plexus on
her form-fitting top. It was opening adong diagona seams like the petals of aflower, peding awvay. He
watched, breathless, until her white breasts and tummy were fully exposed. He Sghed and let hisfingers
glide over the smooth skin of her tummy, up the center to her firm breasts, small and round. He cupped
the one farthest from him and let his mouth dip over the pink tip of the other. Katera's breathing
deepened, and beneath hisfingers he felt small tremors streak through her body. Her hand moved past
his head to the fastener on her skirt, but he reached for it and stopped her.



"No," hesad, hoarsdly. "L eaveit on."

The skirt looked gorgeous on her, and he wanted to admire her init alittle longer. He sat up and shifted
his body, straddling her, then reached under her skirt and snagged the top of her panties. Shelifted her
hips, and he moved off the bed taking her underwear with him, dowly past her muscled thighs and
shapely calves, past thetiny dipper-shoes and onto the floor. When he glanced back at her, she was
tugging a her skirt, pulling it back over her hipsasif gripped by sudden shyness.

Heredized hewasfully clothed and, in aflash of understanding, felt her vulnerability. Immediately, he
unhitched his pants, stripped them off, shed his shirt, shoes, underwear and stood up, completely naked.
A column of hard flesh fell between them. With somerdief, Mike knew he didn't have to worry about the
visud effects of an erection with her-she'd seen plenty of them on the young men who paraded nude
whileworking in the fields of Parallon. The ease in which they produced an erection was afact-of-lifein
her village. Still, he didn't think sheld been this close to one, and he knew sheld never touched one.

"I didn't think it wasfair that you were the only oneto undress,” he said, crawling back onto the bed. The
diversion seemed to work. She appeared calm and interested.

"Yes, wdl, | do think you've outmaneuvered me."

Her eyes shifted to hisgroin. A ddicate flush roseto her face, and her chest heaved. He laughed, pleased
with her response.

"Would you liketo touch it?' Herolled onto his back. She reached out gingerly. "Go ahead. Y ou're not
going to hurt me."

Shetouched lightly at first, then wrapped her fingers around and squeezed. Mike exhaled. Maintaining his
composure would not be easy. He buried his mounting compulsion to toss her skirt over her head with a
deep inhaed breath. He allowed her to explore, prodding and squeezing, dragging her fingers over the
surface while he fought for control through athinly managed tempest of desire. She squeezed him again.

"The skin is soft, but it's hard underneath,” she said with perfect innocence,
Another sensation rocked him. "Katera," he moaned, and rolled onto hisside facing her. "Please.”

Through the fog of hisbrain, it registered that she was studying hisface, her eyes soft and knowing. She
sat up, reached for the hem of her skirt, lifted. Sowly, she carried it with her as shelay back down, her
head sinking into the pillow. She dropped the hem, letting it fall to her waist. Only the vaguest sense of
control remained as Mike reached for her, groping for the secret treasures now exposed. She opened
her legs, and he cupped her there, inserted afinger. . .fdt thelayer of skininsdethat he would soon
break...felt the wetness. . . heard her moan.

She'sready , hethought. He didn't want to wait, not thistime. It had been so long. Later, they'd
explore...later when his brain would alow him to savor and relish her. Right now...

Herose over her-over the rustling folds of her skirt ballooning from her waist, over her trembling breasts
and lusciousinner thighs. He lowered his body, aimed, and pushed. And hit awall.

"Agan," shehuffed into hisear.

He shoved. The membrane burst and fell away. Katera cried out as he did past, driving deep into her
body from the force of histhrust. He paused, buried to hisgroin in soft velvet...and waited. She moaned.

"Y ou okay?' he breathed. She moaned again, rotating her hips. "I'll take that asayes," hesaid and



withdrew, dowly, then plunged.

Kateraarched her back. Again, he withdrew and plunged, listening to the sounds of their lovemaking.
Katera caught his rhythm and matched him, riding the wave of their heat. He picked up the pace, fisting
hishandsin her hair, devouring her mouth, murmuring incomprehens ble things about love that not even
he understood. Guttural sounds pulsed from her throat, and Mike lost every ounce of reserve. He let
himself go and drove mindlessinto her flesh, without thought or reason, melding into her as one. When
Katera called out, deep in the throes of her own ecstasy, he released.

When herolled off and drew her into hisarms, he felt like hed just delivered hisheart, hisbody, and his
soul to her.

* % %

A thin strip of morning light escaped from the groove between the window covering and sill, landing on
Katera'sface. Merciful Lupana. Blessed lady of the moon. Did | dream? Did it happen? She
opened her eyes and smiled, ruminating over the details of the night before. A vague soreness pinched
between her legs, but she didn't mind. Shefdt luxurious, utterly relaxed in acozy afterglow. I'mnot a
virgin any more , shethought. Raka tan. Thanksfor that. Becauseif that'swhat I've been missing, I've
waited too long.

Another thought struck her, and she sat bolt upright in bed. Neya pak hostan. I'm going home. Her hand
flew to her bare chest. Home. My beautiful Paralon. She turned to Mikolen, still deeping beside her.
Was he really coming with her? 1t seemed too good to be true. What if he got to Parallon and missed his
home the way she missed hers? Would he leave her? Would he escape in the time machine and return to
the future?

Why did it have to be so complicated? Why couldn't they both have been born at the sametimeand in
the same place...or at least the same age, so they wouldn't have to deal with so much culture shock.
True, Mikolen had lived in Paradlon for ten years, but not asavillager or acitizen. And he sure didn't
look like he belonged there any more, not with his short hair and shiny, clean-shaven face.

Sheleaned over him and inhaled the musky scent of him. Hiseyesrolled under hislidslike large marbles,
and she redlized he was dreaming. What, or who wasfilling his dreams? Wasit she? Was he watching
her image dance across his eydids? She propped hersalf up on one elbow, and with her other hand lifted
agtrand of hair from hisforehead and threaded it back over his head. What would she do if he changed
his mind and |eft her? No. She didn't want to think about it any more; not after last night. She lowered her
facetoward hisuntil shefdt hiswarm breath on her lips. She lingered, rdiving the night before, recalling
flesh to flesh, the passionate thrugts.

A hand jutted out and caught her on the back of her neck. She squawked in surprise as Mikolen pulled
her lipsto his. He pressed hard, devouring and hungry-akiss that demanded more. Lines of hot pleasure
radiated from her hips.

"Katera" Hisvoice was breathy, deep. His chest heaved. "Katera, climb over me.”

Hewasn't asking. It sounded like he'd used up hislast rationa thought to utter those few words. For
some reason, she could not resist. He moaned again as she lifted a knee over him, dropped it on the
other sde and lowered hersdlf.

Chapter Thirty-Three

A flurry of activity didn't describe the past two weeks. A hurricane of epic proportionswas more likeit.



Working round the clock, grabbing tools and materials and jamming them together to reconstruct the
design, working the plan at afrenzied pace, and finagling technicians to do the same, had fatigued every
cdl in Mike'sbody. As he made thefind adjustmentsto the control pand of histhird stargate, Gryhpon,
he breathed a sigh of relief and stretched his curled and stiffened spine.

"Areyou ready for this?' Juan Noriega, atechnician, approached him holding out his hand. Mike spotted
the EM Sphere cupped neetly in hispam.

"Yes. Wereready for it. Gryphonisfinished.”

"Amazing, Dr. Leno." Juan handed the sphereto Mike. "I never would have believed it
possible...building a stargate in two weeks. What afeat.”

"Wouldn't have happened without you and the rest of theteam,” Mike said, diding the Em Sphereinto
the curved dot under the tranducent control pand. He stepped back to admire their work.

"It looks great," Juan said. "Exactly like the other two, right?’

"Y es, except for some added emergency icons and safety features, it'sthe same.”
"Well, no need to improve on success.”" Juan patted a smooth, curving wall.
"Right," Mike agreed. "Especidly with only two weeksto get it done.”

Severd other technicians, who had been making last minute adjustments, laid down their tools and joined
Mike and Juan to stare at the finished stargate. They stood back in silence, savoring the satisfaction of the
completed task.

"I haven't worked that hard in years," Alice Turner, an older technician, said. "And | don't think | ever
will again."

Severad heads nodded, laughing.

"If I'd pushed mysdlf any more, they'd have entered my name under martyr in thedictionary,” sad Maria
Codtas, untying the knot of hair behind her head and letting it fall. Shelooked at Mike. "So, Dr. Leno,
now that it's ready, when do you plan to go?"'

Mike drew in adeep breath. "Tomorrow morning, providing Felipaagrees. She's pretty anxious for me
to get it done. | think she wanted to leave yesterday."

"Tomorrow morning should be just fing, Mike."

Mike whirled around. Felipa had entered the room on a FloaterChair. She glided acrosstheroomiinit,
coasting like a bird headed for alanding. She dowed gradually and stopped in front of Mike, guiding her
chair to thefloor. Her skin looked sallow, waxen, and her cheeks, nose and chin held harsh edges,
devoid of extrapadding. Dark circles surrounded both red-rimmed eyes. Christ, | hope she makesiit to
tomorrow .

"We can leavefirg thing," he said. "Kateraand | will be herea 6 AM for aprompt departure.”
Felipaamiled feebly. "I'll be here, ready to go."
"Alright," Mike said, softly. "Anything you need to bring, giveit to the techniciansto pack in tonight.”

"Yeah, I'll be herefor awhilelonger," Mariasaid. "We haveto clean up.”



The others nodded, offered their support.

"No, thank you," Felipasaid. "I'll betraveling light." A nasty cough intervened, shaking her dight frame
violently. Sheleaned forward, hand over mouth, hacking. Mike reached into the pouch over the back of
her chair, pulled awater bottle and handed it to her. "Thanks," she said, her voice strained. She downed
ahearty swig and looked back at Mike, smiling. "Will you show metheinside of Gryphon, Mike?I'd
loveto know how it works."

"Sure, would you liketo bring your chair in?'
"No, | canwalk."

Wishing sheld asked to include her chair, Mike held out his hand. Felipagrabbed it, and he pulled her up.
Leaning heavily on hisarm, she shuffled into the stargate. Inside, he offered her aseat, but sheingsted on
standing in order to see everything on the control pandl.

"And what doesthisdo?' She pointed to the TimeSet icon.

"Thisiswhere we program it for the exact time we want it to arrive. Y ou can st it down to the second
with this. Look." Hefiddled with theicon. "There. Now it's set to arrive aday after Kateraand | left
Parallon. We're ready to go."

"You can't set it much earlier, right?’
"No. If wedo, Kateraand | would meet ourselves and cause atime warp.”
"Thenwed al go spinning off into another universe?"

Mike nodded. "That'sright. I've aready done that once. It can cause changesin the new universe-in
matter and lower forms of life. Did you know there were no rocsadonsin my universe, the one | was
bornin?’

"It's so Srange to think there's another whole world spinning around with usinit,” Felipasaid. "Without
rocsadons, of course. Guess the world could do without them, even if they have become an endangered

Species.”
Mike laughed. Felipa pointed to another icon displaying aset of coordinates.
"What'sthis one do?'

"That's where you program where you want Gryphon to land. Y ou enter the coordinateslikethis." He
punched the numbersin. "See? It's set to land back in the caveswhere | kept Silver Gate."

Felipaasked dozens of questions, standing the whole while and trembling on uneasy legs. Mike obliged
her, though he thought it was alittle much given the strain it obvioudy exacted from her. Findly, she
seemed satisfied and dlowed him to guide her back to her FloaterChair. Settled, she powered the chair
off the floor so that her head was level with Mike's.

"Whatever happens, | want to thank you for this, Mike. No matter what."
She's nervous , hethought. Nervous and excited . He reached out, laid ahand on her shoulder.

"Nothing's going to happen, Felipa. Well have asaferide. Well land in the past and thefirst thing I'll do
isto help you find Greg'sgrave.”



Sheinhaled, exhded hard. "Okay, fine."

She opened her mouth, closed it again, and gave Mike ablank look before spinning the FloaterChair
around and aiming it at the exit. With her back to Mike, she poked a hand in the air as she shot away.

""See you tomorrow."

"Seepwdl, Felipa," Mikecaled.

Mike watched with the technicians as her retreating figure floated out the door.
"Wl that was...doof," Alice observed.

"You'd be aoof, too, if cancer had invaded every organ in your body," said Juan.

"Yeah, | guess." Alicedidn't sound convinced." It's not like her, though, not to say something to us. She
aways thanks every one of us at the end of along day around here."

"Maybe she's having second thoughts,” said Maria.
"Thisiswhat she says shewantsto do," Mike said, pricked with guilt. "It was her idea."

Juan patted him on the shoulder. "Y ou're doing agood thing, Dr. Leno. She's dying-that's what's wrong
with her. Y ou can't expect adying person to act like therest of us."

"And whenisacting like the rest of us such an endorsement anyway,” Mariajoked. Mike chuckled,
fedling reassured, though an odd fedling gnawed at his gut. "Why don't you head on home, Dr. Leno. We
can finish up around here.”

Mike looked a Maria and the other technicians, who were al nodding. "Thank you," he said. "l sure
could use some deep beforethetrip.”

"Y eah, and you've got some packing to do, too, don't you?' Juan asked. He furrowed his brow. "How
do you pack for atrip to aplace that existed six thousand years ago, anyway?"

"I don't need much,” Mike said. "'In the spirit of non-interference, it will be up to meto adjust to their way
of life. | can't bring tools that will set me apart. Though, I'm no longer beholden to the former policies of
Tescdi Lab, there are certain eements about our oath that 1'd like to honor."

"Not even onetiny little EM Sphere?' Maria cocked her head. "How can you resist? At least teake an
AirRillow with you. You'll deep better at night.”

Mike laughed. "No, actudly, | will have everything | need; al the comforts of home at my fingertips.”
"How do you figure?" Juan asked.
"I'll have Gryphon. | can come back and visit whenever | want."

"Ahh. So that'sit." Alice stabbed the air with her forefinger. "No wonder you're so calm about leaving al
the modern conveniences. Y ou're not leaving them.”

"Yesand no. | intend to livein Pardlon, but there's no reason to ignore certain benefits from our time,
such asthe medicine.”

"And AeroCars and SeepLift sugpension beds.” Alicetossed her chin, grinning.



"And chocolate," Mariaadded.

Everyone laughed.

"Well, why not the best of both worlds?' Mike fdlt pleased with himsdlf. "We do have achoice.”
"Does Kateraknow you'll be traveling back and forth with Gryphon?"

Mike shook his head. "No, haven't had a chance to say anything yet. I've been here every day and night
sncewe started this, but I'll tell her before we leave. | intend to bring her with me sometimes, too. She
doesn't likeliving here, but she may enjoy vigting.”

Marialaughed and stuck out her hand. "Well, go get somerest, Dr. Leno. It's been apleasure. Good
luck toyou."

Mike shook her hand and grabbed the others as they were offered. After pumping all around and
proffering his gratitude, he strolled to the door and headed home for the first time in two weeks. Home,
where he knew Katerawaited, anxioudy. Home, to fal into the arms of his beloved.

Chapter Thirty-Four

Katera smoothed the material of her spulleralaid out next to her panna on the glistening silver cover on
the air bed. With delicate strokes, she brushed the soft fibers of her spullerawith her fingertips. The
moment she'd learned that she was going back to Parallon, she'd rescued the skirt and top from an
antique, carved wooden chest at the foot of their bed. Both garments, cleaned of the splattered blood
from her severed finger, had been stored in the chest soon after her arrival in 2275. They looked as good
asnew. She didn't need anything elsefor thistrip. Everything she wanted existed in Paralon.

She heard Mikolen locking his Lynx in the front of the house and raced from the bedroom to meet him at
the front door. It retracted to reveal him looking rumpled and tired. She threw her arms around his neck.
Hewrapped hisaround her waist and lifted her feet off the floor, his nose tucked in her hair.

"You sandl good," he mumbled.

Kateralaughed and asked him the question that had been perched on her lips since sheld seen him two
weeks ago. "Mikolen? When do we get to leave? Are you finished with Gryphon?”

He alowed her feet to dip back to the floor and held her at arm's length. "Is tomorrow morning soon
enough?'

Katera clasped both hands over her chest. "Y ou mean...?"
"l mean, are you packed, yet?'
Katerainhaed sharply. "Tomorrow?"

Mikolen's face cracked into a smile, and he nodded. " Tomorrow morning at 6 AM you, dear lady, are
returning to the caves near the village of Paralon. The dateis set for July 25%in the year 3,540 BC, one
day after weleft it seven months ago.”

"Ohl" Kateradid alittle hop. "Mamaand Papawill be so surprised.”

Mikolen laughed. "They won't have had much time to miss you. Remember, you've only been gonea
day. They're fill celebrating Askinadon's death and their new freedom.”



"Yes. A big party.” She clapped her hands together.
Mikolen smiled. "Y es, and were going to join that big party, but in our own way."
"What do you mean?"

"I mean," he said, pulling her to him, "that you'd better skip over to the Elder House and grab one of
those old guys, tell him meet usin the village square, you know, outside the temple.”

"The Temple Lukora Lupana? Redlly? Should he bring the Book of Lupanawith him?”
"Do they use the Book of Lupanato read ingpiring things at awedding?' Mikolen's voice had turned soft.

"Manake, das ranarana ke, Lupananate kopa oni, ken dokoru chena chenaoni sta," Katera said,
diding her arms back around his neck. "Gift of love, gift of two hearts, Lupanablessthis sacred union for
al of ther livestogether. | believe that's how the opening goes.”

"Ah, yes" Mikolen whispered, leaning into her. "That's perfect for us...for dl of our livestogether.”

All our livestogether. ..that meansfor therest of hislifein Paralon, Kateraredized. Doubt, that familiar
shadow, seized her gut. Maybe now was the time. She needed to ask...to know that he was sure.
Mikolen waslooking at her thoughtfully.

"Areyou okay?"'

Katerasighed. "I haveto know. Are you going to be happy living therest of your lifein Pardlon six
thousand yearsin the past? Won't you miss your world...dl the magic here? AeroCars and underwater
cities, and your Lynx...what will you do without it?"

A mischievous light went on in Mikolen's eyes. He raised abrow. "I'll ride ahoshdd, that'swhet I'll do.”

Unconvinced, Katera plunged ahead. "I miss my world so much-how will you not missyours? In your
world, you are one of the top scientiststhat ever lived. Y ou won't be inventing anything like atime
machinein Paralon, that'sfor certain.”

Mikolen studied her quietly, then dipped an arm around her back, the other under her knees and lifted.
He carried her into the living room where he sank into a SuspensionChair, alowing Katerato fal in his
lap. She curled her legs up and laid her head on his chest. He picked up astrand of her hair, threaded it
back over her head. She waited as athoughtful silence grew between them. When Mikolen spoke, it was
asif he were responding to something deep inside him.

"| don't care about inventing time machines." Hisvoice was quiet and imbued with inflection, likea
whispered song. "1've spent over ten years of my life designing and building them, and | don't need to
ever make another one." He paused. "It's strange, but | miss Parallon more than | ever missed my own
world. I mean, | tried my best to get back to 2275, but that was because I'd taken an oath. | had a
mission to complete. It was pretty lousy being by mysdf in Pardlon, but | fill loved the place-those open
meadows, the fresh air, cool mountaintops. | loved training and riding hoshdels-and, oh, God, | loved the
hunt. It was dways a challenge to find food, and the kiddiks kept me busy devising new methods and
better weapons dl thetime. | adore kiddik stew; | loved making my own wine, and in astrange way all
of thiswas more satisfying than devising theories and mathematica equations for countless hoursingde
stuffy labs." He stopped, and Kateralifted her head to look at him. "Except for the part that | was all
aone, | lovedit...and now, I'm not done. | do miss Pardlon. Strange asit may seem.”

The knot in Katera's ssomach dissolved insde awave of relief. She sat up.



"Do you mean it? Areyou sure, Mikolen?'

Heheld hispalm againgt her cheek. "1 do meaniit, and | am sure. | find Parallon more satisfying than this
place, but thereisonething."

Kateraknitted her brow. "l knew it. What isit?"

"It'sno biggie. Gryphon will be availableto us, that's all-so why not useit? We can livein Pardllon and
vigit thisworld, too. | mean, if our children need medical attention...Katera, why wouldn't we take
advantage of that? How could we not keep Gryphon, if only for emergencies?’

Katerafdt astab of uncertainty. "If you're aways traveling back to your world..."
"Not aways. On rare occasions, and only when it's necessary.”

"Even 0. If you keep coming back here, you might decide you like it better at some point. So what if
some day you don't return to Parallon? What's to keep you from staying here for the rest of your life?
Why would you bother coming back?' She bit her lip and searched hisface.

"Why?" he asked, forcefully. "Don't you get it? Y ou've got me...completely. My heart isin your hands. If
anyone had told me ten years ago that I'd be willing to leave everything in thisworld to stay with a
woman from the distant past, I'd have caled them crazy. | sure never meant to fall inlove with you."

"Geg, thanks."

Heignored her comment. Hiseyesglittered, asif hewasrdiving the events. "But it happened. And during
my last week in Parallon, too. After tenlong years, | meet you in thefina stretch. Amazing.”

And then, he did something that dmost made her heart stop. He picked up her hand and kissed each
finger. Sowly, one a atime, he lingered on each digit. When helooked at her again, her Lan MaKe
burg dive.

At lagt, she got it. She knew beyond a doubt that Mikolen loved her as much aslifeitsaf. Not just for the
moment, but for aways. He would stay with her in Paralon, because he wanted to be with her. She
knew it. More than anything, she wanted to be with him. Her two greatest desires-to live in Parallon and
be with her one true love-it was al coming true. Blinking back tears and unable to speak, she looped her
arms around his neck and moved her lipsto his.

Immediately, histongue sought hers. The dreams she'd been having for two long weeks while held been
away erupted in ablaze of heat. Silently, she thanked Lupanafor this union, for the dance of love that she
lately understood could complete aman and awoman...a dance that she now craved. Shefdt his
hardness rise benesth her, pressing against the back of her thigh and stirring her loins awake. Shetook a
deep breath, pulled her head away and climbed off hislap.

"Follow me" shesaid.

Shethreaded her fingersinto hisand led him into the living room, through the door and outside into the
arium. Thelight was dim and fading fast. The high windowsin the east wal of the house glowed like
mirrorsin the reflection of the sinking sun.

Kateraturned to face Mikolen. She held out one arm signaling him to stop, and with the other pulled the
tab to release her dress. It dropped in apile around her feet. She had not bothered to put on any
undergarments, a habit left over from her Pardlonian days. Unlike thefirst time, her nudity did not make
her fed vulnerable. She relished the soft look of appreciation in his eyes asthey swept over her body.



She stepped from the dress, scooped it up, and tossed it to one side.

"I won't be wearing that again,” she said, asthe cool evening air fanned her skin and stirred her nipples
awake.

"Not unlessyou're packing it, | guess you won't." Mikolen's gaze settled on her eyes, but hishands were
reaching for her breasts. "And | can't wait to see you in aspulleraagain. If only to see how fast | can get
you out of it."

His eyeswere glazed as she caught his hands, returned them to hisside.
"Hm-mm," she said, shaking her head. "Not yet."

Pinning him with her eyes, she curled her fingersinto the top of his pants and grabbed the tab there,
yanking it up and back. His pants opened from his navel to his crotch. She searched and found the tab
for his shorts and pulled. They, too, opened. She tore her eyesfrom his and glanced down.

With both hands, she grabbed his pants and shorts at hiswaist and lowered them, guiding them to his
feet. Asheleaned over to pull them over his shoes, her eyesreturned, irresistibly drawn, to his hardened
flesh. Mikolen gtraightened, and she stood up, alowing histip to trail over the length of her body. He
moaned and pulled his shirt over hishead, wobbling on unsteedy feet. Helet the shirt fdl, ingde out, ina
careless heap on the stone floor.

Kateralaid one hand on his shoulder, and with the other explored his chest, hisarms, histummy, then
gently stroked his erection. A longer moan escaped hislips. He reached for her again. She moved his
hands back to his side and resumed her stroking.

He stood with his mouth open, breathing hard, watching her face. Then, asif he couldn't stand it any
longer, he cried out and grabbed her, pressed his body to hers, flesh to flesh, pushing her acrossthe
atrium until her back hit the far wall. There, he lifted her bottom and commanded her to wrap her legs
around him. He lowered her torso and shoved upward.

A guttural groan bubbled up from Kateras throat. He thrust again, and she groaned again. Unableto
move with him, she sat pinned against the wall, suspended as he thrust within her. A hard ball of heat and
desire grew insgde her. The bal grew tighter, more intense, until it crested and spilled over. She called out
hisname. A series of convulsonsrocked her as she abandoned hersdlf to aflood of sensations. Her legs
buckled around his midsection, and he jockeyed his hands under her bottom for more support. She
dlowed hersdf to fdl into them, trusting, surrendering, until the last tremor played out. Finaly, weak and
spent, her legs dropped from hiswaist, trembling from the effort.

But Mikolen wasn't finished. He lowered her to the stone floor, pressed his body on top of hers, and
droveinto her. When anew round of throbs pulsed within her, she caught the rhythm and moved with it
in stunned delight. As he pitched between her legs, histongue found her breast and circled the peak. She
threw her head back against thewall as her breathing quickened, deepened. Thiswas the dance, their
dance. She could fed nothing else, only the dance. Shelet her passion risewith his, andinasingle
expression of ecstasy, they let go together.

Panting and contented, she listened to the chirrups of the aviary on the opposite wall, savoring the weight
of Mikolen over her. For thefirst time, she redlized that darkness had settled al around them.

"I suppose we could spend the night herelike this," she teased.
"Y eah, but then I'd forget about our date with the Gryphon.” He amiled. "Nothing like anight under the



moon naked with you to forget the rest of the universe.”
"Pardlon will smply haveto wait, then," she said, laughing.

But Mikolen didn't laugh. He was |ooking a her hungrily. She opened her mouth to say something, to
suggest they move indoors, but hislips had moved over hers.

Chapter Thirty-Five

"It'san easy ride, Katera. Y ou've doneit before," Mike said, locking the Lynx into adot at the KQES
parking lot.

Heturned to her and marveled at the lights dancing in her eyes, sparkling with an intensity thet rivaled
darlight.

"That doesn't count. | was unconsciousin Silver Gate," she said, thrusting her chinintheair. "Asfar as
I'm concerned, thisisthefirst time.”

"Well, if you can drive aLandCar, you can managethisride. All you doisstinachair, anyway."

Mike hopped out of the Lynx, met Katera on the other side. She looked impossibly appealing in her
Spullera, beaded panna, and dippers- like an earthen goddess. She'd left her long hair loose, piling fredy
over her shoulders. A smple string of tiny flowers woven into severd strands of hair echoed astyle used
by thewomen of her village.

"Yes, but what'sthe ride like?' sheingsted, as Mike pressed histhumb into the ID panel of the Lynx to
lock it. "And why aren't you locking the Lynx in the long-term lot? Thislot isonly good for aweek. Then
they tow it away."

Hetook her arm. "To answer your first question, you'll find out about the ride soon enough, if you think
you'll be ableto sit down in the Gryphon.” He eyed her playfully. "Asto the second question, when |
return to 2275, it'll be within an hour or two, or aday at the most from thetime we left. Thisisatime
machine, remember?| can choose when | return, aslong as..."

"Aslong asyou don't come back before you left," Katerafinished, poking afinger intheair.
"Correct, Maestra."

Mike laughed, delighted with her enthusiasm. Shed been bristling with energy since they woke up this
morning. If she were any more excited, he'd have to weigh down her shoesto keep her feet on the
ground, he thought, smiling. They turned the corner and reached the door. He pressed histhumb into
another ID pad and the door opened. Kateraraced into the large construction room ahead of him likea
child, impatient with expectation.

"Whereisit?' shecdled, twirling around, her hair flyingin al directions.

Mike pulled up behind her.

"Gryphon'sright there," he said, turning to afar corner.

Katera pivoted toward it and wrinkled her features. "Where? | don't see anything.”

Gryphon was not in the corner. A column of apprehension shot up into Mike'sthroat. His heart
pounding, he instructed Katerato stay put, and walked to the empty spot, forcing himself to appear calm.



Where was Gryphon? Did Felipa have it moved? If so, why didn't anyonetell him? As he neared the
corner, he spotted a note tacked to the wall with a message scrawled on it in ashaky hand, asif the
writer was horribly wesk.

Feipa
He snatched it off thewall and, with hisback to Katera, read it.
Dear Mike,

| am so sorry | used you thisway, but | am lost without my Greg. | must, MUST, find him again. | want,
no, | NEED to see him onelast time, if only for afew minutes. | want to see him, look into hiseyes. |
want to say goodbye, and | want to hold him again before we both die. | want to be with the real Greg,
theliving Greg, not grieve the dead one.

That meansthat | haveto travel back to the time when the lab was abducted and had just landed in
Parallon. Y ou said Greg wasinjured and you dragged him into the supply closet. | am going to look for
him there. | have set the stargate to arrive in the lab in another room. | cannot run into you there, because
if you see me, you'll know, in the future, that | came back to the past and you might decide not to build
Gryphonwhen | ask. That, in turn, would prevent me from returning to the past. The conflict, asyou
know, could create aparalld universe. | don't want that. | just want to be with the Greg from this
universe. | have st Gryphon to arrive fifteen minutes after the lab landed. That's after you left Greg inthe
closat and, | think, after Askins chased you outside. That will give methetime | need with Greg before
we are both killed, and | can be sure that you won't see me.

Y ou can't come with me. Y ou and Katerawould meet yourselvesin the past and that would create a
new universe. Sorry, that just won't do. If | return with you and Katerato the time after Askinsiskilled
and Pardlonisfree, | will only find the remains of my Greg. So, | will go back earlier, and | will find my
Gregdive.

| am deeply sorry, but you do have the knowledge to build another stargate. | trust you'll find away.
Feipa
Mike crumpled the notein his hand.

No, Felipa. | cannot build another stargate. It's impossible without the funds. You were the
richest woman in the world, and it took nearly every penny you had to build this one. Tescali Lab
isno more, and there will not be another lab designed to explore time travel for many
generations. You have effectively grounded Katera and me in this day and age, probably for the
rest of our lives.

Afraid to turn around, Mike stood helplessly, his back rigid, his shoulders hunched up. He heard Katera
shuffling behind him. How? How could he bregk the news? Oh, God.

"Mikolen?' Kateracaled, softly. "What's the matter?"

Mike turned around. When he faced her, he could do little more than shake hishead. A huge, pardyzing
lump had stolen into histhroat. Katera stared, then fell to her knees, her eyes and mouth wide openin
disbdlief. She drew her hands to her mouth, sat on her hedls, leaned forward, and wept.

Chapter Thirty-Six



Fdlipapulled thelocking bar over her chair and waited. At first, nothing happened. She amost got up to
check the control panel when she noticed through the opening above that the KQES ceiling was fading
into asoft organic, fleshy-looking surface. With ajolt, Gryphon lifted, turned, and charged down atunnel
filled with the organic stuff, now a pinkish blur as Gryphon accelerated. Shefelt dizzy and closed her
eyes. A wave of nausearose from her ssomach. Gryphon jerked from side to side and front to back as
she struggled to keep the nausea down. She squeezed her eyes shut and gripped the bar. Minutes later,
al movement ceased.

Fedlipaopened her eyes. Above her, she spied a celling different from the one she had Ieft. Thisone
looked like the celling of Tescai Lab. Yes! Sheld madeit. She was 6,000 yearsin the past.

Asghelifted the bar over her 1ap, somewhere off in another room alarge explosion rocked the building.
Shefel, sumbling back into the chair. Y es, thiswasthe place, al right. That must be the obliteration of
Star Gate One. Remembering that Greg had been injured in that blast, she hopped out of the chair,
energized. She sneaked to the door and waited, wary of meeting Mike. She needed to give him timeto
run outside so they wouldn't meet. Mike would lure Askins outside, too, which would give her the
opportunity to look for Greg without danger of getting caught. In another few minutes, it should be safe
for her to venture out.

Desperate shouts and screams punctured the air. Shiversrattled her spine as she redized Askinswas
murdering the Tescali scientists. The silent and deek Beamer with its deadly red laser did not describe the
human wreckage that undoubtedly wasfilling the lab. Another shout, a crash, and then footsteps running
past the door toward the outside. Mike? It had to be him. He was the only one that got away from

Askins after hiding Gred in the closet. She waited breathlessly until she heard a second set of footsteps
barreling down the hal after thefirgt. That would be Askinsin hot pursuit. In the next minute, al became
quiet again.

Felipa opened the door and stuck her head out, peering in both directions. Clear. A strength that she
hadn't felt in weeks seeped into her muscles, into the very fiber of her bones, and she bolted toward the
large room that had housed Silver Gate and contained the supply closet where Greg lay injured. Asshe
hustled down the hallway, she heard criesfor help behind alocked door. She paused outside. Who? Oh,
yes, the technicians. That must be where Askins had imprisoned them before forcing each to accept a
VisOrhyj.

She moved her hand to thelock. If she freed them, they might overpower Askins, which would change
history...no, no. That might cause atime warp, and she didn't want that. This universe had adestiny no
matter what she did, and she was gticking with it. Quietly, shelifted her hand and stole the rest of the way
down the hall. It led to alarge room.

She stepped inside and dapped a hand over her mouth and nose. There were body parts scattered
everywhere. Limbs, adisembodied head, and pieces of bloodied tissue were dl over theroom...on
furniture, tables, shelves, even thewalls. Then she spied large shards of metlon, the materia used to build
the stargate, embedded in the walls, the floor and celling. Silver Gate debris-yep, thiswas the room.

Frantically, she ran the length of the long wall looking for adoor. There. Therewas one. Sheraced to it
and pressed theicon to openit. It did into adot in thewall to reved asupply of ullis, lanadiks, and other
equipment stacked up on both sides in boxes with anarrow aide down the middle. Wrong supply closet.
She whirled around and scanned the periphery of the room. There had to be another door. As her heart
pounded in her ears, arush of pain stabbed her in the side, and she grabbed it with both hands, leaning
over, pressing her fingersinto it.

I'mdying...| may die beforel find Greg .



Bresthing deeply, sheforced her head up, forced herself to continue searching-she had to find the other
door. She spied atrail of blood on the floor and caught her breath. It was not splattered blood. It wasa
liquid red trail with footprintsin it, and it led to-she followed the path with her eyes-alarge chair against
thewall...and adoor. There was adoor behind the chair. Of course, Mike would try to concedl the
door where heé/d hidden hisfriend.

Inwild haste, she ssumbled toward the chair, shoved it aside, and punched the icon to open the door. At
firgt, she couldn't seeinto the dark. And then, avoice...oh. A voicethat sent her heart into aflip-flop. A
voice so pure, musica. Hisvoice. Hewas here.

"Felipa? Isthat you?'
"Greg! Oh, Greg."
"Oh, my God, Felipa. What are you doing here?"

Felipa pressed the icon to shut the door behind her and fumbled for the compact lanadik that she'd
dipped into her pocket. She pulled it out and turned it on. A dim light filled the closet. Greg, crumpled
into acorner, tried to Sit up. Hisright thigh was a pulpy mess, and a sticky layer of blood covered the
floor. Felipaglanced at hisleg again. The blood was pulsing out from thewound in hisleg. Sherushed to
him, knelt beside him. In another pocket, she drew out a Restor Tech, the instrument used to restore
damaged tissue. As she activated the icon, Greg grabbed the instrument.

"Thewound istoo big." His breathing was choppy, shalow.
"It can't make it worse, Greg. Let metry.”

Hethrew up ahand in resignation, handed the RestorTech back to her with the other, and |eaned against
thewadl. Concentrating on the wound, Felipa passed the activated instrument back and forth over the
length of it. Shewatched in dismay as histissuejiggled and vibrated, but it did not reconnect. The wound
did not close.

"Felipa," he said, quietly. "Why did you come down to the lab today? Y ou never cometo the lab. Why
today of dl days?"

Felipa passed the RestorTech over the severed artery, hoping to at least stop the bleeding. The artery
tightened like awrinkled prune and sedled shut. Satisfied that she could do no more, she pocketed the
Restortech and looked into Greg's face closdly for the first time. When their eyes connected, he threw his
head back with asharp intake of bregth.

"My God. What happened to you? Y ou look.....ill."

"Greg." Felipascooted next to him, stretching her legsaongside his. "Greg,” she said again, her voicea
whisper. "l didn't cometo the lab today. | mean, it'stoday for you, but not for me. For me, it's seven and
ahaf months|later." She paused, redizing they had preciouslittle time together. She decided to lay out
therest, bluntly. "And | have cancer.”

Greg dropped his jaw in amazement. She waited for the shock to settle, for him to absorb the full extent
of what shewastdling him.

"Saven monthslater? Cancer ?' Those two tidbits would offer him enough information to pieceit
together with alittle help. It would be best if hefigured it out himsalf. "Then you came here in another
timemechine...but how?"



"Mike Leno built anew one. | arrived in it afew minutes ago.”

"Mike? But that'simpossible. Mike iswith me herein thelab...hejust pulled meinto this closet. How
could he have built another time machinefor you if hesherein...wherever we are”?'

"In Pardlon. Y ou're six thousand yearsin the past.”

"Ah. So Askinsreturned to hisformer sscomping grounds. But how did Mike get back to the future? | saw
Askins destroy Star Gate One. That's how | got injured, when it blew up. Thereisn't atime machine for
Miketo get home with."

"He built another one."
"What? Another stargate? Here? In the past?’

"Y es. He stole the materias he needed from thelab. It took him ten years, but he built another oneina
cave. Hecdled it Silver Gate. And he met awoman from Parallon before he lft for the future. He
brought her with him. Tescdi wouldn't et him return to Parallon with her, and they dismantled his Silver
Gate. That'swhen | gpproached him with the offer to finance the building of anew one."

Greg sat sllent, soaking it up. Then he touched Fdlipasface, and said, "Cancer, my love?"

Felipapressed her hand over his. "I didn't see adoctor when the symptoms started. By thetime | was
diagnosed, it wastoo late. | thought the pain I'd been fedling was from my grief.”

"Grief? Why? What happened?' Felipa shook her head, unableto tdl him. "Ah," he said, tossng hischin
up. Hiseyes glowed with asoft, inner light. "1 see.” He stroked her cheek with the back of hishand. "I
don't makeit, do 17" Felipashook her head, squeezed her eyes shut. "' So, you returned to say
good-bye?'

Felipanodded and burst into tears. "Greg, | missed you so much. | asked Mike to build the stargate so
he could return to Parallon with the Parallon woman, but then...| took it...| Stoleit beforethey had a
chanceto leave. I'm so sorry, but | had to see you again." Sheleaned into him asthe tears poured fregly.
Helifted hisarm over her shoulders and pulled her close, rubbing her shoulder with his hand. When she
looked back up, her eyesfdt puffy. "Thisisworth every dime | spent on the Stargate, just to see you

"I'm glad you came," he said, hisvoice low and even. "Though you shouldn't have mided Mike, especidly
after dl hishard work. But you're here." He kissed the top of her head. "And it's great to see you after
seven long months, though | could swear it wasjugt thismorning..."”

Felipasmiled with relief. She couldn't have hoped for a better reception. Oh, if only it could last and last
and last. But Greg was no longer looking at her. Already his eyes had focused on adistant spot. That's
my Greg , shethought, always thinking .

"Felipa," he bresthed, asif his strength were fading. Felipaleaned forward. "Tell mewhat happens. ..to
you and me. Does Mike come back? How much time do we have?

"He doesn't make it back in time. Already Askins has chased him outside and will fire aBeamer a him,
but Mike escapes, of course.”

"That's good, but you're avoiding my question.”

Fdipalowered her head. "We don't make it out of thiscloset. And | don't know how much time we



have." She met hiseyes. "Mike doesreturn, but he'stoo late. He finds..."
Unableto finish, sheturned away.

"He finds the pieces, does he? That's dright. Look at me." Felipalooked back at him, biting her lip to
keep from crying. "Y ou came back to be with me...to die with me. Y ou wanted to say good-bye."
Felipanodded. "Then, my dearest dove, let us say good-bye to each other.”

Dearest dove? At the mention of his pet namefor her, Felipaerupted into tears again. She did not want
to lose this moment.

"What isthis?' he said, dabbing at atear with histhumb. "Don't cry. No more crying.”
"Whenyou cdl methat..."
"Dearest dove?'

Felipachoked back asob. "Yes. | fed so completeinsdewhen | hear it from you. And it reminds me of
apoem, too. The one written by that poetess from two hundred years ago...what's her name? She wrote
about those two love birds."

"Oh, MartaJmenez?'
"She'sthe one. The poemiscdled "Soul Mates." Do you remember it?"

Greg turned his head, concentrating, and then looked back at her, tucking his chin. Sweetly, musicdly, he
recited thefirst stanza

"A dngle shot ripsthe slent sky and

Two hirdstumble arrested from flight
Onto sandy beach and wave-licked shore
Tolay bleedingin thefading light"
Replicating his unhurried rhythm, Felipa picked up the next few stanzas.
"Thefemae sumbleswith trailing wing
Painting broad strokesin the sand

Meets him by hissde and settlesthere
Good wing stretched and softly fanned
O'er his broken body shattered shape
She ghrieksinto his open beak

His eyes shoot open, pained yet clear

He drainsand offersfailing squesk
Before hiseyesfdl inforced retreat



She cdlsto him throughout the night

Until spent from unrelenting grief

Shelay down her head in early light.”

Greg lifted afinger to her lips, locked into her eyes, and finished the poem, speaking very dowly.
"And waitsto meet her find deep

Tojoin her mate again and soar,

Under colored skiesin other worlds

In tandem flight on distant shore.”

For thefirst timein weeks, Felipas body fdt light, asif she'd been lifted with the clouds by awarm
breeze, and was blowing over digtant fields.

"Greg..."
"I loveyou, too," he whispered, and leaned into her, offering hislips.

Felipatook them, kissed him deeply, wrapped her arms around his neck. Warm rays radiated through
her body, and in that moment, she felt completely well. She heard heavy footsteps on the other side of
the door. She kept her lips sealed to Greg's, drinking in his essence. She did not look up when someone
opened the door. She did not see the arm raise, the Beamer trained; nor did she fed the laser when it hit.

* * %

Already under Askins spdl with anew VisOrb planted in hisforehead, the former technician and future
Kastak of Pardlon, Tim Tonndly, set about disposing the human remainsin the supply closet. He
scooped them up with alarge shovel into a portabl e disposable unit. He wondered about the
woman-who she was. Obviously someone who cared about the scientist. That was some kiss. She didn't
even look up when he'd opened the door. She was probably the scientist's girlfriend...what was his
name, anyway? Oh, yeah. That famous one: Kurtz. Wéll, too bad for the woman, whoever she was.
Sheld been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Askins orders were to kill everyone, and Askins was
the boss now.

Tonndly fingered the spot on hisforehead above his brow. His head gtill echoed with the memory of a
screeching voice engineered from Askins command center. The noise had ricocheted inside his skull like
sharpened nails. Sickened by the mess before him, he turned to leave before held ingpected the entire
closet, missing the human fragments plastered in the corner in the back, including the recognizable
half-face that would greet Mike when he returned to rescue hisfriend.

Tonndly closed the door, and with abig sigh, wheeled the disposable unit out of the room, down the
hallway and through the exit into the new world, wherever the hell it was. He shoved the unit up aridge
and upturned it so the contents did into anatural ditch. Turning away, he wheded the unit around, now
light and empty. Grimly, he headed back down the ridge toward the lab and the large room where most
of the scientists had been murdered. Held begin again, mopping up tissue and fragments until the mess
was gone, as Askins had ordered.

* % %



The Tescali technician, Patrick O'Maley, lifted his head from atrunk in the back of aroominthelab
where he'd been hiding. He edged toward the door, opened it and glanced around. Nobody in sight. He
moved swiftly down the hal, racing for an exit. So far he'd escaped detection from Askins and his cursed
Beamer, and no one knew hewasin thelab, soif could just manageto...

Startled by anoise, he ducked into the first room on hisleft and shut the door behind him. Maybe he
could hide again, wait for darkness, then dip out, but dip out to where? Where had that madman
transported the lab? He'd be lost in unfamiliar terrain as soon as he stepped outside, but did he have a
choice? He spun around to search for ahiding place, and gasped.

How could it be? Hed just seen Star Gate One destroyed...only fifteen minutes ago, but thereit was
again...impossble. No matter, an escape route. He must hurry.

Rushing through the stargate entrance, he pulled up in front of the control pandl and stared &t it. Man, he
wished held paid attention in those orientation classes. He could sure use that info now. Well, it couldn't
bethat difficult. There, theicon labeled TimeSet. He fiddled with the dates, fumbled, and keyed in the
wrong date. Before he could reenter the correct one, he heard another loud noise in the hallway.

Good God, someone's coming . Okay, good enough. He jammed his thumb on top of the GO icon on
the control panel and prayed for a quick connection.

Chapter Thirty-Seven
Two Months Later

He suffers because | suffer, Katerathought with a pang of guilt, and he goes to such trouble to please
me. Like today, atrip to the home of the Goddess Lupana. What atreat! Mikolen had worked hard to
secure permission from the World Union Council for thisvigt. Only twenty-five civiliansayear were
permitted to land on the moon's surface. Though she'd seen the Goddess up close whilecircling in an
AeroCar-closer than any Parallonian could ever hope to seeit-to actualy set foot on that sacred ground!
She had Mikolen to thank for thistrip.

Sheturned to look at him as he guided the Lynx into the AeroDock, the launch pad for AeroCarsin the
city of Ocean Park. He looked so handsome in the half light of the morning, hisface dissolving into
shadowswith athin streek of light running the length his profile. She pulled along bregth into her lungs.
Today was going to be different. Today she wanted him to enjoy himself and to feel her gppreciation. His
muscled arm tensed as he reached into the pocket behind his seat to grab amap.

"Y ou're going to want to know exactly where you are as we gpproach it,” he said, handing her the map.

"Not it, Mikolen, her. We are going to visit agoddess today. Show some respect,” Katerateased, as
she stuffed the map in her pocket.

Mikolen laughed. "If you're redly interested in showing respect, then maybe we shouldn't walk al over
her face today. Talk about no respect.”

Kateratossed her head, smiling. "I had our shoes blessed, so it's okay. Even though they'll be inside our
gpacesvits, Lupanawill be pleased. Every one of our stepswill fed like awarm ray from the sunto her.”

Mikolen shot her asdelong glance. Y ou're kidding, right?*
"You know | don't kid about thingslike that. | had them blessed.”



Shelooked at him hard, hopped out of the Lynx. He swung hislegs out, hopped up, and locked the
Lynx, shoving histhumb over the ID pad.

"I hateto tell you this, but whoever you found to administer your blessing was not a L upanist priest. What
did you do? Snag thefirst guy you saw wearing long robes?!

Kateramet him behind the Lynx and punched him in thearm. "No, | did not use aLupanist priest, nor
did | usean eder ." She wagged her head on the last word. "Nobody calls them Lupanist priests, and if
anyone asked for onein Paralon they'd look at you like you were crazy."

"They'd look at you like you were crazy if you asked for an elder in Ocean Park. So, who'd you find?
Sinceyou don't kid about stuff likethat." Helooked at her sdewaysagain, aglint in hiseye.

"l used aCathalic priest,” she sad, defensively.
"Oh, aCatholic priest. That makes sense. So, it wasthe robes, right?’

Katerasmiled. Probably so , she thought. Though the elders of her village were not the kindliest of
people and had filled her with dread much of her life, they till reminded her of home and dl things
familiar, asdid the long robes of the Catholic priest.

"Just be grateful that Lupanamay receive you without insult.” Shelifted her chin.

Mikolen steered her by the elbow into the lobby of the Ocean Park AeroDock. "Insult?1'd think sheld
fed flattered to receive us after everything we went through to get thisfar-half adozen appearances
before the World Union Council, reams of digita documentation, asix month waiting period..."

"That is proper preparation for an gppearance before agoddess." Katera knew Mikolen expected humor
from her, but too much of it did not support the importance of thisvisit. Asanon-believer, she wanted to
give him latitude, but enough was enough. "I'm glad your world takes such pains before granting
permission. It'san incredible honor to go, asit should be. When | thought we were returning to Paralon,
my biggest regret wasthat | was going to missthistrip.”

Mikolen's voice turned soft. "I would have brought you back for it. We'd have had Gryphon,
remember?’

"Oh, that'sright. | forgot." Sheflinched, wishing the topic of Gryphon had not arisen. "That would have
beennice”

A dlencefdl between them, and Katera knew he was mourning the loss of the stargate. Two months had
passed since Felipa made off with it, and rardly aday passed without Mikolen cursing their [uck,
probably because sheld put off their wedding again. She cited the same old reasons, notably her
discomfort living in thisera. Although lately, she had to admit, she was enjoying hersdf more. Just
yesterday, she'd found an excuse to run an errand just so she could take the Micro for aleisurely drive.

And then, she passed that little bistro overlooking the ocean, stopped in and ordered a hearty soup made
with chunks of tender beef and fresh vegetables. It tasted surprisingly closeto the kiddik stew that her
mother made. Later, she strolled through the row of shops near the bistro, alowing the cool ocean
breezesto part her hair at the nape and cool her neck. She turned into a shop with beautiful, shimmering
Scaley dresses displayed in the front window. When she returned home with her purchases, shopping
bagsfilled with clothes, Mikolen called her genetically empowered and a credit to her sex. Shefeigned
innocence, blaming her Micro for heading to the shopping didtrict, asif it had amind of itsown.

Funny, Ocean Park was fegling more like home. Even Mikolen's proposa to get married felt more



attractive and natura in the last few weeks, though she hadn't told him. She had to be sure-for his sake
and hers-she wanted to know beyond a doubt that this choice was the right one for both of them and that
she would make agood wife for him in hisworld. She wanted to be sure that she was ready to have a
family in this age-that she could cope with children who would take the same miraclesfor granted that
she gawked a on adaily basis. And mogt of all, she wanted to know if Lupana blessed the union.

Mikolen handed his check-in documentation in the form of asmall chip to the officid behind the counter,
astout middle-aged blond woman wearing a cobat blue ulli who identified hersdlf asIngrid. Sheinserted
the chip into apand blinking with icons. A moving image of Mikolen and K atera appeared on the panedl
depicting their last interview with the World Union Council, the interview that had comprised the fina
sep intheir bid for gpprova to land on the moon.

"Okay," Ingrid said, pointing to adoor on theright. "Go to that room, and you'll find your spacesuits. Put
them on, except for the hemets. Y ou'll carry those until you need them. Y ou received al your
indructions, right?"

Mikolen nodded. "1've been there severa times before as an undergrad student at MIT. My whole
geology class of ninety students went there for afield trip. That was before they dapped alimit onthe
numbers of people visiting the moon, of course.”

Ingrid tossed him an indignant look. "Groups like that were the reason the World Union Council had to
crack down. Crowds traipsing right over the footprints left by Neil Armstrong and Edwin Aldrin.
Wrecked 'em. They would have stayed in that pristine condition forever if those hooligans hadn't
scrambled over thefences. A historic landmark wiped out for al time. There can never be another ‘first'
footprint on the moon."

Ingrid's mouth wrinkled up like adried piece of fruit. Bet you wish you'd kept your mouth shut, Katera
thought, glancing a Mikolen.

"Don't worry," she sad, trying to distract Ingrid. "Were going to respect every inch of her whilewere
there

The seriousnessin Kateras tone calmed Ingrid, and she smiled at Katera. "Oh, that's right-your religion
revolves around worship of the moon, doesn't it? Lupana? Isthat what you cal it? The moon?"

"Her " Katerasaid, softly. "That'swhat we cal her .

* % %

Katera caught her breath as the small spaceship they'd chartered for the trip descended toward the
surface of the moon. The desolate expanse of the Sea of Tranquility loomed larger and larger below, like
aslver-gray mantle over the bosom of the goddess. Though neither she nor Mikolen spoke, her chest
rumbled with thefire of her Lan MaKe, ignited by fierce emotion. She could not believe she wasthis
close to the most sacred body in the universe. And very soon sheld be walking in this holy place, the
home of Lupana

Mikolen eased the ship onto the surface. It landed lightly asif it weighed nothing. He shut off the control
pand and handed Katera her helmet. After adjusting it and checking their oxygen supply, he opened the
first hatch. They climbed inside the chamber before he opened the hatch to the outside. With her heart
pumping madly, Katera climbed down the stepladder and turned around to face the ultimate temple, the
holiest place in the universe, Lupanas castle. Her eyes scanned the landscape. Acres of fine ashy dust
stretched before her, pockmarked with rocks and small depressions.



For amoment, she couldn't move, and the only sound she heard came from her breath insde the helmet.
So till and quiet....no wind, no birds, no clattering of human activity. Nothing...only, what was under her
feet? Though nothing moved, she felt the sensation of dry hest rush into her toes and the soles of her feet,
then blaze up her ankles and legs until it filled her torso, arms, neck, and head. A sense of peace glowed
ingde her. Even during her degpest trances praying on Earth while she gazed at the full moon, she had not
experienced this power, thisincredible current of wellbeing. Wasthisthe life force of Lupanaher mother
had talked about?

"Areyou okay?' Mikolen's voice reached her through a speaker in her hamet.
"Yes. Oh, yes, it'swonderful "

"l wasn't sure. Y ou werent moving.”

"I think I might have forgotten how."

Mikolen's soft laugh filled the inside of her helmet, and Katera felt a degp connection pulsing within
her-wasit the life force of Lupana? Shefdt it jump from her chest acrossto Mikolen. A faint column of
light flowed between them. Was the goddess communicating her intent? She looked at Mikolenin
wonder, but he seemed not to notice.

"I know what you mean,” he said. "It'sincredible thefirst time. Any time actudly." He held out agloved
hand. "C'mon. Let me show you the monuments. Over there, behind that ridge.”

He pointed to ablunt hill in the distance with abony ridge shaped like a dinosaur's vertebrae. Katera
squinted.

"Lookslikeit might take awhileto get over there...oh.”

Mikolen legped up, pulling her dong so that she was following him in agreat arc over the landscape. Up,
up, over, over, and down they came landing softly in the powdery, gray surface. They were halfway to
theridge. Before she had a chance to protest, they were upward bound again, arcing and descending on
top of the smal ridge. When they landed, Mikolen pointed down.

Merely amoon-step away, aflag with red and white stripes and white stars on a blue background sat
upright with no atmosphere to disturb it, frozen like a photograph. 1t was surrounded by a protek, a
transparent barrier with glowing edges so no one would run into it. Something lay on the ground next to
theflag, but she couldn't see what it was. In another moon hop, they were next to it. Ah, now she could
seeasmall plague. She bent over to read it, but Mikolen was reciting the words to her.

"Here men from planet Earth first set foot on the moon. July 1969 AD. We camein peacefor al
mankind."

"Yes, that'swhat it says," Katera said, peering into the protek.

"Neil Armstrong and Edwin Aldrin, the first two humansto set foot on the moon, left the flag and this
plague here. The plagque was stolen in 2252, but awitnessin an AeroCar was ableto ID the thieves with
anin-car telescopic camera. The thieves were caught and the plague returned. Since then, they've placed
these impenetrable proteks around al the historical objects.” He patted the protek, hishand hitting a
solid, yet invisble materid. " And they terminated the mining operations that were going on dl over the
surface, too."

Katera shuddered to think people had been digging through the delicate surface of Lupana



"Whet werethey mining?"

"The crust yields d ements like hydrogen, oxygen, iron, and duminum. Remember those from your
periodic table?' Kateranodded. "Those e ements are in dbundance in these smple rocks." He reached
over, plucked asmall rock from the ground.

"What do they use the e ementsfor?’
"They produce rocket fud, for one thing. Want to know how?"

Katerashook her head. "Not now. It'stoo beautiful to be studying that stuff. | just want to takeit in. Can
wetakeawak?Or, | guess, ajump.” She laughed at the idea that walking felt more difficult than legping
on the moon. "C'mon.”

She grabbed Mikolen's hand, lowered her body, and sprang twenty feet into space with Mikolen. They
came down, pressed their kneesinto the surface, and shot upward again. They landed on the far side of
another ridge, but Katerawas laughing so hard, she forgot to spring off for the next one and tumbled like
arubber bal over the surface. When shefinally stopped, shelay on her back, her arms and legs spread
eagled as she caught her breath. Mikolen sat down beside her. His shoulders shook as he laughed.

"We should notify the World Council about the perfect place to hold the next Olympics.”
"Yes" Kateraanswered. "Even we could compete.”

He peered into her hdmet with his sparkling eyes. "Thereé's something else l'd like you to see.” He
pointed to alarge crater twenty feet long, and fifty feet away. "It'sin there."

He scrambled up, held out his thick space mitten for her to grasp. They bounded toward it, thistimein
small, measured legps. Katerafigured he didn't want to land at the bottom of it, though they could
probably hop out if they had to. When she got to the edge, she looked down and gasped.

"Oh. It's 0 beautiful ."

Below, on the floor and lining the Sdes, was the most exquiste display of grey stone flowers, intricately
carved from the materid in the crater bed. Flowers with delicate petals and leaves twisted and turned
around each other asif growing in awild, tangled garden. The detail and graceful curvature of sem and
petd belied the stiff materid. Like everything else on the moon, the whole garden looked like a
three-dimensiona photo, its movement forever arrested.

"Who?'

"A group of artists one hundred years ago did it. They called themsalves Eco Sculptors. They traveled
theworld looking for waysto create art from the natural landscape. Then one of them got the bright idea
to do it on the moon. Of course, that was back before..."

"Before everyone got kicked off,” Katerafinished. "Wdll, I'm glad they got to finish. It'sgorgeous.”
She reached down to touch aflower on the rim, but Mikolen caught her hand.

"Better not," hewarned. "Therock is very soft and crumbles easily. The artists knew it would stay
perfectly preserved aslong as no one touched it."

Katerawithdrew her hand. "Sorry. It looks like hard rock. What alot of work to do this, and what a
lovely tributeto Lupana...evenif they didn't do it for her.”



Shetook a step back to study the entire effect, and as she did, onefoot dipped and flew forward like a
missile. Shefell and landed on her bottom at the edge of the crater, her legs poised over it. Afraid to
move, she sat with her arms behind her, leaning into them. Before she had time to figure out how to get
up, Mikolen had squatted, reached his arms under her torso, and lifted. He turned and walked away,
cradling her likeasmdl child.

"Can't take you anywhere, can |?' he said, with asoft chuckle.

"Maybe you'd better take out some insurance on me," she joked, and wrapped her aams around his
neck.

She wanted to lay her head on his chest, but her helmet prevented it. She settled for leaning back into his
arms and gazed up into hishelmet. A soft light was swirling within. What was that? She looked closer.

Ma Lan Kena Lupana. Merciful Lupana. Something bright- aglow- emanated from insde his helmet.
It danced around his head with an animated rhythm, asif it were dive. Lupana. She blesses Mikolen.
She wanted to tell him what it was, because he seemed unaware, and then she remembered that those
blessed often did not witness the light themsalves. She strained her eyesto seeit better, but it vanished.

She blinked. Had sheimagined it? No. She had not. Though sheld never witnessed one before this, she'd
heard her mother and grandmothers describe the lighted blessings of the goddess. Li Lan her people
cdledit, or Living Light. Mikolen had received the Li Lan. It was more than she had hoped for in the
way of asign. Lupanasvoicewasloud and clear. What agreat ideato come here and hear the goddess

Speak.

Mikolen carried her dl the way back to the landing module without springing, taking histime. Shefdt
grateful that she weighed o little on the moon, and he could carry her long distances. When they reached
the module, Kateratwisted reluctantly from hisarms, hopped onto the ladder, and climbed up, followed
by Mikolen. Once they removed their helmets and secured themsalvesin their seats, Kateraturned to
him.

"Yes" hesad.

Mikolen tossed her a puzzled look. "Y es, you're ready to go home? Or yes, you're cooking dinner
tonight? Y es, you'll marry me? Cmon...givemeaclue.”

Mikolen laughed, asif the joke was on her.

"Yes" shesad, again. "Toadl three. Yes."

Mikolen dowly turned to face her. "Redly? Y ou mean it? | mean, are you sure?"
"l amsure. | am so very sure.”

Mikolen let out along breath, shook his head. Then, with his eyes misting over, he reached out and
pulled her to him.

"Inthat case," he said, hisvoice cracking, "I'll have kiddik stew tonight.”

Shewas laughing as he moved hislips over her face, smothering it with small kisses.

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Two and aHdAf Months Later



Kateraswept her hair on top of her head and pinned the back in place with a sdf-lit BeamPin. Shewove
the loose ends over the top of her head, twisting the Strands in different directions and securing them,
trying to imitate the current style among women in the West Divide of the World Union. When she
finished, she stared at the hologram in front of her. It reflected her three dimensiona image with intimate
detail. She smoothed her tummy, flat under the lace panties, and readjusted the transparent straps of her
bra. Not bad if you like compact, smal, and curvy, she decided. Even so, she felt much prettier with her
hair down, maybe with astrand of the fragrant red Lidala blossom woven through it, but thiswas July 23,
2276. It was Mikolen's wedding, too, and he did not need a bride walking down the aide from the Stone

Age.

Standing back from the hologram, she reached for the strapless white satin gown on the suspension bed
and held it in front of her. The hologram stared back with an enchanted look. She flipped a section of the
voluptuous skirt over an extended leg and studied the tiny bodice, glittering with an abundance of ddlicate
crystas. She fingered the bustle in the back, let her hand dide along the long, cathedrd train. Yes, it was
beautiful and easily rivaed the most elaborate, embroidered gowns worn by the maidens of Pardlon.
Ironic though, Mikolen had called it an antique, but for her it was so...futuristic. Y et another crowning
example of theincredible beauty this contemporary world had to offer. How she would love to show this
to her family and friends!

Oh, Mama. Ne ano ya domo co ne...if only you could be here with me.

The shoulders on the hologram drooped and the voluminous hemline pooled onto the floor. Katera
checked her posture, straightened her shoulders. Nothing would mar this day, the day of her wedding,
and yes. The dress was perfect. She pressed an icon on her dresser, and the hologram rotated, revealing
the back of her head, which looked okay. Shefiddled with her BeamPin.

"No bride ever stole agroom's heart with agreater vison of loveliness. That dressis perfect.”
Katera spun around. Mikolen stood in the doorway, his hand planted over his heart.

"Yeah?' shesad, wiggling her shoulders. Y ou mean dl | haveto doishold it in front of me? That would
cause adir. Especidly if | trip on my own train.”

"Maybe you don't need adress, then." Mikolen laughed. "C'mon. Let'stest you without it." Mikolen
rubbed his hands together, lowered his head for acharge. Katera squealed and held up a hand.

"Don't you dare touch me. I've only three hours left to get ready.”
"Only three hours? Guess you'll have to keep 'em waiting, then. Because thisis going to take four."

Katera draped the dress over the bed and bolted for the door, but Mikolen caught her around the waist
from behind and plucked her off thefloor. Helplessin hisgorillagrip, she alowed her musclesto go limp.

"Go ahead,” shesaid, in her huskiest voice. "Have it your way, if you must. Just please don't tell my
fiancé. Hethinks hesthe only one."

"Shh," Mikolen said, tasting the back of her neck. "H€ll hear you."

Hedlowed her feet to dide to the floor and his hands, now free to roam, reached around to her front,
diding over the bumps and curves of her body. Heat filled Katera's lower abdomen, and she reached
behind her to rub hiships. Maybe there was alittle time.

A booming voice rang into the house from the front foyer.



"Helloooo!”

Katerajumped. Mikolen's hands froze.
"Who'sthere?'

"Mike, for Chrissake, where are you?"

Thevoice of the ex-CEO of Tescali Lab, Will Carlsen, bellowed ahead of him as he traipsed down the
halway. Why was this man charging through their house? He did not wait for anyone to answer the door,
and now he was amost in their bedroom.

"Mikel" Will's voice sounded urgent.

Mikolen dropped his hands from Katera's waist and hurried to the door as Katera scrambled to get into
her casua day dress. Mikolen moved into the hallway and Katerafollowed, securing her dress-tab
before stepping into view. Will stood at the other end of the hallway.

"Herel am, Will. What isit? What's the matter?"

Will rushed down the length of the hal and grabbed Mikolen's shoulders. His eyes flashed with
excitement.

"You'l never guess. | mean, youll never, never guess.”

"Then you'd better tell me." Mikolen sounded wary. "Aslong asit doesn't interfere with our wedding.
And shouldn't you be getting dressed? The last time | checked, you were in the wedding party. Y ou il
are, aren't you?'

"Hey, champ. | don't think you're going to be irritated with me when you heer this.”

"Tell us" Katera stepped out from behind Mikolen. Her Lan MaKe had blazed to life, and she knew it
was good knews. " Something happened-what isit?’

Will dropped his hands and looked from Mikolen to Kateraand back again. "The Gryphon.”
"What about it?' Mikolen stiffened next to Katera,

"It's back. The Gryphon came back."

"What? How? Did Fdlipa...?" Mikolen dropped hisjaw.

"No, no. Felipadid not bring it back. Y ou remember that list of techniciansfrom the last board meeting?
Therewas one that had never lived in Paralon.”

"Y eah, Patrick OMdley. He was missing from both worlds."
"Wéll, now we know why."

Mikolen paused, trying to think. "He must have ssumbled upon Gryphon after Felipaarrived in the past,”
he said, amazed.

"That's what happened. And the World Union Council has asked the Tescali Board membersto convene
and interview O'Malley, but | dready got a chance to talk to him because Gryphon came back to
KQES, and their technicians brought it, with O'Mdley, back to the admin building at Tescali. Severd



other ex-board members and | were there, redllocating resources left over after the lab closed,” Will
waved his hands, talking rapidly, "and there it was. It's back.”

"Chrigt," Mikolen breathed, unable to believeit. "But it does make sense. Felipatook Gryphon back to
the time before Greg died, so she could be with him in hisfinal moments. So that |eft one unclaimed
working stargate in the lab for someone to discover.”

"Exactly. And O'Madley wasthe lucky candidate. He keyed in the wrong year though, 2276, said he was
nervous. That'swhy he came back one year after heleft. He didn't change the prior setting for the month
and day."

"The month and day that Felipa arrived in Parallon, the same day Greg died.” Mikolen dapped his pdms
together. " So then O'Madlley returns on the day we plan our wedding." He turned to Katera and grabbed
both shoulders. "Do you redlize what's happening? We planned our wedding exactly one year after we
|eft Pardlon to celebrate the anniversary, and it's the same date that O'Malley keyed into the TimeSet
icon." Mike turned to Will. "Right after we're married, we can hop on over and look at Gryphon..."

"Whoa, wait aminute." Will raised ahand. "There's one catch. It'sthe reason | rushed over here.”
Mikolen sighed. "Well, lay it on me before | get too excited.”

"The World Union Council hasinstructed usto dismantle..."

"No." Mike interrupted, hisvoice turning sour. "Not thisone. Thisonesmine. They cant haveit."
"That'swhy I'm here, Mike. If you get thereright away, beforethey cart it off..."

"Whereisit?' Mikolen sounded intense, his gaze focused.

"Inthefidd. They're coming for it in afew hours. They've got a couple guards watching it, but without
any specid ingtructions. Y ou could get past them. Tell them | told you to check the cam for travel data.
Then...wdl, you know what to do."

Mikolen held out his hand and Will grabbed it. The two men shook once, looking into each other's eyes.

"Thanks." Mikefolded hisfree hand over Will's, sandwiching it between hisown. "I can't thank you
enough.”

"Ah, yourewe come," Will said, softly. "You deserveit. | fet redly bad when they dismantled Silver
Gate; it should have been your ride.”

Mikolen gave Will's hand another shake and turned to Katera. "Hey, sweetheart, | can't believe I'm
asking for this, but do you think we could put off our wedding for alittle while longer? Therés a pretty
good chance we can get aLupanist priest. ..er, an eder, after dl.”

With theidea of returning home, Kateras chest heaved with fresh hope, even asa spear of guilt lanced
through the center of it.

"What about dl the guestsfor this wedding? The church, the reception at Poseidon's Pdace in Sueladel
Mar...it'stoo late to cancel.”

"They'll have awonderful party. After dl, everything's been paid,” Mike assured her.

"I'll explain to everyone what happened,” Will offered. "They'll think it's very romantic.”



"Yeah," Mikesad, laughing. "The runaway bride and groom. Thereésafirst." He scooped Katerainto his
arms. "Can't wait to get there. I've missed that beautiful place more than | thought possible.”

"Oh, me, too." Kateralaughed. "But we can till come back and vigt, right? I'm starting to like it here.”

Mike threw his head back and laughed. "Y ou are full of surprises. Sure, we can come back. Well have
to keep alow profile. Y ou know, under the radar of the World Union Council. They're not going to be
happy about our little move, eveniif it isnone of their business." He kissed her lightly on the forehead.
"WEell come back whenever welike. Aslongas..."

"Yeah, | know. Aslong aswe don't displace ourselves."

"Hey, you two," Will interjected. "It's not like you have dl thetimein theworld. ..athough, you sort of
do, don't you?1 think you'd better get going, though. The opportunity is now."

"Right," Mike agreed, and reached for Katera.
"Wait!" Kateracried. "If were going home, | need just a couple of things."

Before Mikolen could object, she raced into the bedroom and opened the chest at the end of the bed
that held her spulleraand panna. Swiftly, she climbed out of her dressand into her Paralonian ouitfit,
wrapping the shipunta three times around her waist, and tucking the end under the finished band. Next,
she bundled up her wedding dress, tossed it in alarge bag and over her shoulder. She stepped into her
dippersand out into the hallway.

"Okay, we can go now. I'm ready."

Mikolen rolled hiseyes at Will, then grabbed Katerasarm.

"Thanksagain, Will," he said, and whisked Katera out of the house and into the Lynx.

Asthey sped down the Landway through Ocean Park, Mikolen stared ahead, looking thoughtful.
"What isit?" sheasked. "Tdl mewhat you'rethinking."”

He glanced sdeways at her. "Oh. | wasjust wondering. When do you want to return to Parallon? Same
time as we planned? Y ou know, we can come back right after we l€eft, or we can return ayear later after
everything settlesdown.”

"Well, that depends on whether you want to take part in the messy reconstruction of our village. It be
awful you know. Village elders vying for postions....everyone arguing about what's needed. Fights will
break out. And, yes, we could wait ayear and arrive when things are calmer if you'd rather.”

Mikolen gave ahearty laugh. "And missall that action? Not on your life. I'm voting for messy and
interesting. How 'bout you?'

Kateranodded asthe tearsfilled her eyes. "1 want to be a part of it. But we need to find an available
elder right away. If werre not getting married today, then let's get married as soon as possible in Paralon.
| don't want to wait any longer than we haveto." She paused. "I can't wait for you to be part of my
family."

Mikolen reached over, squeezed her hand. "Me, too," hesaid. "A family with you, me, Rorken, your
parents...and anyone & se who happens aong.”



Chapter Thirty-Nine

Unlike her first ride, Kateras eyes were wide open as Gryphon careered through the wormhole faster
than the speed of light. Mike seated her across from him, so he could watch her and savor her
expressions, enjoy her astonishment. She did not disgppoint. Her head, trained upward on the tunnel wall
asit hurtled past them, bobbed in amazement while her jaw dackened and her lips quivered. He had an
urge to reach out and pick up her hand, but didn't want to interrupt her reverie. A short time later, the
tumultuous tumble of the stargate dowed asthey reached their destination in Paradlon. Findly, it stopped
withasmadl jolt, and a ceiling studded with stalactites materidized over their heads.

"We're here. In the caves. Were home."
In her excitement Katerafumbled with her bar, unable to lift it. Mike laughed.
"Here, let me. Hold till."

Mike lifted the bar and opened the door for Katera, who sprinted toward the tunnel at the other end of
the chamber. Keeping up as best he could, he loped after her, relieved to find the lanadiks till turned on
from the day before. Egad. Wasit only yesterday that he'd struggled with Morchison? He caught up with
Katerain the cave antechamber where she was rummaging in the gear box filled with hoshdd equipment.
Mike looked around, grateful to seethat Tonelly's body had been removed. The villagers, of course.

Katerapulled out two sets of reins and handed oneto Mike.
"Do you want to ride bareback?"

"Sounds like you don't want to waste time saddling,” Mike said, accepting the bridle. "Sure, I'll take
Grindon. He's ahandful, but he'sfast. Y ou canride Chilika."

Kateraknitted her brow and hung her head. "Oh, | forgot that Adrella had brought her hoshdel here.
Yes, I'll ride Chilika," she said, quietly. "We can come back for the other hosdelslater. Let ‘'em graze for

Sheled theway to the clearing outs de where the hoshdel s were munching tufts of grassin the
mid-morning sun. The scent of conifer pine and rich loam floated on the crigp breeze. Mikeinhded. A
large shadow passed over them, and he glanced up to spy atakatak gliding toward the summit of Kan
Mountain. Y es. He was home.

Katera, too, seemed absorbed. She threaded the bridle and reins over Chilika's head and stood gazing at
the animd, running her hand over Chilikasflanks asif shed never touched ahoshdel before. Findly, she
clambered over the anima's back and urged her forward onto thetrail that led to the village. Mike
hopped onto Grindon, who broke into an eager trot, promptly passing Chilika. Katera spurred the deepy
Chilika, and soon the hoshdel s were abreast, snorting their greetings to each other.

Mike and Katerafell into apeaceful sllence asthey wove through the towering growth of Tikon Forest.
Thewidetrail soon picked up the KdaRiver, winding lazily on aparalle route toward Kala Meadow
and home. Theriver, full from the spring rains and recent snowmelt, legped and roiled in the gully next to
them. Mike stared at it, mesmerized by the froth that flowed like liquid lace over the waves and rocks.
Somehow, a Pardlonian river seemed cleaner, clearer, than theriversin thefuture. Theair smelled
fresher, too. He sucked in another deep bresth.

The hoshdds lowered their thick necks as they plodded in contentment next to each other. Thisisrich,
Mike thought. So rich. He could not recall asingle moment in the entire past year living in Ocean Park



when he felt so connected with the environment. He glanced at Katera. A ook of satisfaction had settled
over her features. She threw him an easy smile and pointed ahead to abreak in the trees.

"Theresthe meadow," she said.

KaaMeadow cradled the village of Paralon. They reached abank and the edge of the forest wherethe
meadow spread out in amixture of magnificent lime greens below them, thickly dotted with brilliant
yellow and coral-colored wild flowers. Further on, groups of hostas huddled together in cozy security.

Spurring their hoshdels down the bank, they broke into a canter at the bottom, speeding toward the
village. Mike noticed people running everywhere, but not in a panicked mode. They were laughing,
running toward and around each other, waving their amsin the air. Severa watched them asthey
passed, some waved. Katerawaved back, smiling. At last, they neared a hosta with awooden fence
surrounding it. A toddler played in the doorway. When they approached, he stood up on pudgy legsand
stared at Katerain surprise. Must be Rorken, Mike thought. Except for the brief encounter with
Shamanaon Kan Mountain, held missed meeting the little guy thefirst time around.

"Hello Rorken," Kateracalled, dipping off her hoshdd and handing the reinsto Mike.

The boy's eyes grew wide. He laid down his wooden hammer and wobbled toward Katera. When he
got close, he stopped and planted athick finger on hislower lip.

"Mama?' he asked, uncertainly.
Katerashook her head. "Mamas not here," she said, without elaborating

Rorken considered this, then lowered hisfinger and smiled. Katera crouched and held out her arms. He
doveinto them asif she were hismother. At that moment, M oreesha appeared in the doorway and
Squedled.

"l knew Mikolen would bring you back." She rushed outside and threw her arms around both Katera
and Rorken. "I knew it. | just knew it." Sheturned to Mike and mouthed the words, "Thank you."

Mike nodded and dlid off hishoshdel, tied him to the front post.
"Where's Papa?' Katera asked, disentangling hersdf from Moreeshasarms.

"He left for the town meeting. They're going to draft some new rulesthat we can dl live by. Would you
liketojoin them? Everyonée'sinvited.”

"Yes" Katerasaid, handing Rorken to Moreesha. "When we get back, you and | can catch up.”

Moreeshalifted ahand to her daughter's cheek. "Certainly, dear, but it'snot like| didn't just seeyou.”
Mike and K atera erupted into laughter. A flash of confusion enveloped Moreesha before shejoinedin,
though she didn't understand. "Maybe | do have some catching up to do," she added, when their laughter
subsided.

"Oh, you do, Mama. You redly do."

Moreesha watched as Mike and Katera strolled together down the path leading to the center of the
village and the town mesting. Mike reached for Katera's hand, and she took it with an easy familiarity.
Indeed. Moreesha felt apowerful energy connecting her daughter to this man from the future-it was asif
they'd been in love for many months. Asthey waked away, she spied a soft light dancing around their
hedls. It sparkled like thelight of astar. As shewatched, it ascended in spirals around them to their



chests, their heads, growing in brilliance, until it swirled like atranducent veil over their bodies.

Ah. The Lan Li. Lupana blessed the union. Moreesha clasped both hands over her chest asher Lan Ma
Keflooded liquid hesat into her chest. Y es, these two had adestiny together. Surdly, both would lead the
rest of Pardlon in the yearsto come. Such happiness. And children, they would bring Moreeshamore
grandchildren. Rorken, bundled in her arms, pointed in the direction of Kateraand Mikolen.

"DaKah-Ah," he said, sumbling over histongue.

"Yes, that's Katera"

"Kah-Ah Wowon mama”

"Yes, dear,” Moreesha assured him. "Katera can be your new mama."

Rorken lay his head on Moreeshas chest as she strolled into the hosta to finish dipping abatch of
candles. Yes, Katera could be Rorken's mama, and Mikolen...wouldn't he make a splendid Papa?

Epilogue

Mikolen, as everyone cdled him in Paralon, and Katerawere married within amonth. It would have
been sooner, but Moreeshains sted on having a celebration with the entire village in attendance and
severd ddersofficiating. She sent scoutsto locate and retrieve the most fragrant blossomsfor her
daughter's hair, which Katerawore with the incredible wedding dress from the future. M oreesha created
astunning spulleraof the finest silk embroidered with the colors of Lupana, gold laced with acreamy
green. Katerawore it after the ceremony. Moreesha paid seven chefs with twenty-one goats for afeast
that lasted three days and nights. Guests tasted tender kiddik and goat roasted on a spit, herba -flavored
rice, minola-soaked peras arranged with other fruit and berries, and of course, beautifully aged red
minolaserved in tall dender mugs. Between snacks, gueststwirled and high-stepped through lively
dances choreographed to the music of the flutes. The dancing spent itsalf aday after the food

disappeared.

Mikolen worked with the villagersto create afair government. They offered to invent anew position for
him as head elder, but Mikolen insgsted that an elected mayor and staff was needed to baance the power
of the elders, who still held their traditiona positions as judges. Mikolen asked the villagersto vote for a
mayor, but they refused, ingsting that he take the job. In the end, Mikolen gave in and appointed
subordinatesto assst himin his duties. He reasoned that as the end of histerm as mayor approached, he
would manage thefirgt eectionsto replace himsdf and his saff. Perhaps Pardlon's new government
would evolve into ademocratic one.

The dderstried the Kastaks in the new courthouse, who took input from the villagers. One by one, they
convicted each Kastak and had them burned at the stake with the exception of an even dozen, who had
never harmed any Pardlonians. These, the eders assigned to assist them in the study of medicind heding
herbs, where the former Kastaks quickly became proficient. Shamanafel head over hedsin love with
one of them, and they were married the following year.

Kastak Morchison wasthefirst former Kastak taken to the stake in the center of thevillage. Every
villager turned out to watch him die. No one cheered as he disgppeared into flames. Only sighs of relief
marked the moment as the Parallonians turned to |eave after the deed was done.

Mikolen and severd men from the village exhumed the communal gravesite of the murdered scientigts,
including Greg and Felipa. They moved the remainsto Tikesh Fields, where they were reburied and given
headstonesin the Parallonian cemetery. They placed aspecid marker in the family plot for Adrella, next



to asmal headstone that read smply 'Baby'. Kateravisited the site with her family once amonth under
the full moon for many years, asking for and accepting the blessings of Lupana

Mikolen and Katera settled into ahosta of their own with Rorken. Nine months after their wedding,
Katerabirthed a set of twin baby girls, who they named Adrellinaand Kata. Rorken proudly adopted the
duties of older brother and followed them everywhere. Oncein while, Mikolen and Katera stole into the
futureto avall themselves of the amenitiesthere, which usudly included aflight around the moonin an
AeroCar.

Asthe years passed, their daughters grew into beautiful young women and Rorken, as ayoung adullt,
became ajust and powerful leader of Pardlon. Eventualy, dl of them accompanied their parentson
excursonsinto the future with Gryphon. During one of these treks, Katamet and fdll in love with ayoung
man from 2295 AD. All waswell until awar with aneighboring world interfered. .. but that's another
dory.
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