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STARSCOUT 409, escorting Imperial Battlecruiser TRIUMPHANT on special diplomatic mission to the Ch’rtaghi, flashed out of Hyperspace in the proximity of the Zrada checkpoint and started the return leg to Veenaga under inter-planetary drive. Although his semi-conscious body was lying safely in one of the three sealed Independent Command Modules, Communications Officer 249K-VLAS was again fighting the battle of his life. 

From an unknown dimension ‘the enemy’ flashed in and out of sight never materializing long enough for him to fix their line of attack. His body slammed from side to side as each new sortie shot slivers of hot metal boring into his brain. It was no contest and he knew he was going to die.

A shuddering intake of air racked his body into wakefulness. His eyelids flickered. Gasping with each new breath, he stared out of the ICM’s port into the low light of Command Deck and the familiar surroundings of the past ten days: the wall of screens ablaze with stars curving around the forward bulkhead and the StarCube hologram floating in the centre well monitoring their trajectory back to base. The hum and clicks of fans and relays, the glowing displays inside the closed capsule delivered a dose of reassurance he greedily inhaled.

His body felt like it had been through a shredder and he was sure he had a few bruises to prove it. It was the effects of those damned Hyperspace buffer-shots. Hyperspace transit was supposed to be so horrible without them, but why was he the only one in his squad that got nightmares instead of the anaesthetic effect? The other problem was the faulty restraining pads in his ICM not tightening enough. Could be an issue in an emergency. Got to report it.

Well, next Hyperspace jump he just might forego the . . . Stop it! Remember, the spylog records all infractions. Just breathe deep.

This wasn’t a combat mission. Lieutenant 249K-VLAS first had to wait for communication from Commander 56HH-SIYUL in his own ICM. STARSCOUT was on autopilot under NAVCOMP’s control. VLAS could take his time. He had a lot to think about: facing up to the repercussions of this phony ‘successful’ mission and surviving the war that was programmed to follow, a war he was convinced would be terribly one-sided. 

The Ch’rtaghi ships just seemed like spooks when they first came into Veenaga airspace: slick black globes without any surface features. They disappeared as soon as you took your eyes off them but they swamped all channels with their freaky message which faded in and out at random intervals. 

“PEOPLE OF VEENAGA  WE ARE THE CH’RTAGHI  YOU ARE UNDER OBSERVATION  AWAIT FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS” 

Everyone was going crazy at HQ.

The Operations Room was in pandemonium. The text and audio of the Ch'rtaghi signal loomed in and out intermittently on every monitor. Even with power cut, the voice continued at the same pace without skipping a syllable. 

Martial law had already been imposed on Veenaga. The Supreme Council of Ograrchs was in Emergency Session. Duty officers were running ragged with hand-delivered messages. Lieutenant 249K-VLAS was hunched over his bank of probes playing every combination he could think of.

Major 98LL-SLAHUN barked at him from his post on the upper tier overlooking the row of consoles.

“249! Did you run the full sequence on that last analysis? You’re supposed to be some kind of expert. What the Disse kind of transmitters are they using?”

“Sir! I'm running All-Systems programs. There's just nothing coming through on the meters. Scanning algorithms are completely extended but we're just not picking up any external power source. It must be some new kind of energy field, Sir!”

“Don't be an idiot, 249! There's got to be a rational explanation and you'd better find it.” 

249K-VLAS glared at the green letters of the vidtext on the screens of his telemetry equipment. He didn't know what to try next. Was he being set up as a scapegoat? It wouldn’t be the first time. He gritted his teeth and pushed on. The flat lifeless voices filling the room bored into his ears until they too, like the communication monitors, seemed to be reproducing the message on their own. He knew this was beyond anything they themselves were capable of. A new field of technology was being treated as just an anomalous tech-effect.

Lieutenant 249K-VLAS and the other thirty Stargrade officers on the hastily assembled Diplomatic Mission filed into the RF-proof and lead-encased bunker for their final briefing. They flashed their badges and snapped a salute to the Security and Surveillance monitor: five serpent heads that rotated in the ceiling and emitted a masking hiss. 

The grouped officers stood at attention looking straight ahead. He could barely hold in the bitterness he felt at his failure to be assigned to the Battlecruiser. Ograrch General GSED-DOLGIT and Admiral JURM-KRAKH emerged from a side door. The expressions on their tanned faces were stiff and Lieutenant VLAS was shocked at the dark circles around their eyes. The assembled officers barked a salute, shooting up their right arm and clenched fist.

“Victory to the New Order! Long life to the Council!”

As befitted ranking members of the Ograrchy, the returned salute was more relaxed and the two took their places at the desk. General DOLGIT leaned wearily back in his chair and picked up a marker. Playing with it, he looked up. His voice carried well but lacked intonation.

“These ’Chortaghese’ – and we’re still not sure what the Disse kind of life form they are – say they want a treaty to share exploration and colonization rights to the quadrant of the Outer Galactic Arm we explored last year. They say they have no interest in Veenaga or our colonies because their life-form is based on methane polymers. We don't know how true that is, but it doesn’t matter. There are gas giants in our systems too. Our new colonies on Sytra in that quadrant are completely vulnerable. The future of the Empire itself is under major threat. What else is this incursion into our territory but the beginning of some kind of invasion? That means war. Our first priority is to stall for time to gain more intelligence and mobilize to Combat Status while telling them it was part of a long-planned military exercise. Admiral KRAKH's mandate as Chief of Mission is to play along with them and their smoke-and-mirrors show and offer phony concessions for at least ten days.” 

VLAS cringed at the term ‘smoke and mirrors’ but masked his reaction. 

“We’ve convinced them to carry out final negotiations near that black hole system in Kritus Minor. Their point of origin must be in that same sector. Battlecruiser TRIUMPHANT will have unarmed escort for this Mission. To strengthen your hand before you leave, we are putting on a little demonstration . . .”
He exchanged amused glances with Admiral KRAKH.

“We’re going to use our new 'Planetbuster' to clean up a good part of the Asteroid Belt, telling them it was a long-scheduled aid-to-navigation project. Give them something to think about. First chance we get, we'll burn them so bad they'll wish they had never left their 'methane polymer' garbage dump.” 

He turned to Admiral KRAKH and the two of them exchanged grunts of approval.

“Is that clear? Any questions?”

His piercing eyes threw the bunker a fleeting glance. VLAS knew it was not for the likes of mere Stargrades to respond, let alone express any reservations, but words were burning in his mouth. If he had been given the resources on Triumphant . . . His jaw clamped shut and he continued staring straight ahead.
“Very well. Since real-time communications with HQ is impossible until your return leg, you'll be totally on your own until Checkpoint Zrada. We expect you back by the fifteenth. We've let them know that if, for any reason, you don't show up by then, the ships they leave behind here will face the consequences.” 

He brought his hand to his mouth to mask a chuckle and looked sideways at Admiral KRAKH who nodded approvingly.

“That should keep them busy,” he added with a final twist to his mouth.

General DOLGIT turned to Admiral KRAKH who rose slowly to face them. His expression betrayed lively distaste at the task ahead as he launched into his message.

“Let me be very clear. Our job is just to get more information about them while we play for time with this treaty nonsense. TRIUMPHANT is being loaded with our most advanced remote-sensing equipment and highest-grade data base. You will work double shifts as needed. You know what to expect for any slacking off, but also – if the mission is a success – chest candy and extended leave to the Girly Farm.”

A burble of chuckles erupted from the assembled troop.

His grin wiped off and instantly silenced the hubbub.

“The Council expects every man to fulfill his duty without any kind of whining. The future of our Empire and your future in the Service is at stake. That is all. Pick up your gear for immediate boarding. Salute to the New Order!” 

He threw the command out at them like a challenge.

VLAS used his anger to fuel a straight-arm clenched-fist salute. His bellowing voice merged seamlessly with the others.

“Glory to the Council and Destruction to our Enemies!” 

As they filed out of the bunker, he knew this could have been his big chance for promotion to StarCluster, but his request to be stationed on TRIUMPHANT had been rejected, ostensibly because of his lack of seniority, but he knew the real reason. He eyed the rotating serpent heads and the departing blank faces and made sure his own was in line.

After exiting hyperspace, TRIUMPHANT and STARSCOUT 409 decelerated toward the rendezvous point with the Ch'rtaghi in the newly catalogued Kritus Minor binary system: a black hole and a distantly orbiting but still autonomous blue-white star. Silhouetted against the wild colours of the event horizon, the dark orb of the Ch’rtaghi mother ship was itself like a miniature black hole. It was escorted by a smaller black globe, both de-materializing sequentially to some secret rhythm. 

Inside STARSCOUT, VLAS and the other two members of the STARSCOUT crew, Commander 56HH-SIYUL and Navigation Officer 982Y-HALOR, watched the scene on the Command Deck of TRIUMPHANT on closed circuit. The Battlecruiser’s Tech officers were setting up sensors to study every physical aspect of the Ch'rtaghi ships, assess their military capabilities and glean whatever information possible about the enigmatic race commanding them which had yet to show its face. On STARSCOUT, VLAS had prepared a series of makeshift probes but knew his chances of success were minimal to non-existent. 

Chief of Mission KRAKH was seated in front of the three rows of duty officers and support staff. His scowling face filled the whole screen. With a flick of his hand he gave the order to send the recognition signal on the agreed diplomatic channel dedicated to audio and vidtext only, as per the Ch’rtaghi’s conditions. The fingers of KRAKH’s outstretched left hand tapped rhythmically on the console as if conjuring up extra time for his stalling strategy. VLAS’s chest tightened.

The same flat Ch'rtaghi voice erupted from all A/V terminals accompanied by scrolling vidtext.

“VEENAGA UNITS  YOUR ARRIVAL IS ACKNOWLEDGED MAINTAIN PRESENT DISTANCE FROM OBSERVED SYSTEM  WE ARE CONDUCTING FINAL STAGE OF ENGINEERING PROJECT ON STELLAR UNIT”

KRAKH's brows knitted and he raised a finger to indicate he had something to transmit. His expression was one of restrained impatience. 

“This is Chief of Mission Admiral KRAKH. I bring greetings to your Excellencies from the Imperial Veenaga Council, which wishes to enter into negotiations without delay. I am sure that you consider your time as valuable as we do ours. Just what is the nature and purpose of this ‘project’?”

There was not the slightest pause before the reply.

“ANALYSIS INDICATES INSTABILITY OF STELLAR UNIT WITH IMMINENT SUPERNOVA POTENTIAL  PROXIMITY TO CH’RTAGHI ENCLAVE INCONVENIENT  ENTROPY OF BINARY SYSTEM WILL BE ACCELERATED UNDER CONTROL CONDITIONS  TIME DELAY INSIGNIFICANT” 

VLAS heard a guffaw from HALOR sitting next to him at his station. Commander SIYUL jerked his head up and glared at him. 

“Save your energies for your assigned tasks, 982!”

VLAS couldn’t suppress a smirk. This would go into the spy log: ‘Navigation Officer 982Y-HALOR breaches security protocols displaying lack of self-control’. What an idiot! But they now had a crucial item of intelligence about the Ch'rtaghi. How naive of them to let this breach of their own security slip by.

VLAS glanced back at the main screen. Admiral KRAKH was rhythmically thrumming the top of his console, his face a patient mask.

“I see . . . Our Mission and the Council will be very interested to view whatever preliminary procedures Your Excellencies wish to present. But any radical modification of physical properties of a star involves emissions of dangerous radiation. We must insist on guarantees of security for this Mission before Your Excellencies initiate this action. Otherwise . . .”

“METHANE-POLYMER AND CARBON-BASED LIFE UNITS EQUALLY SUSCEPTIBLE  RADIATION SHIELDING UNNECESSARY RESULTANT ENERGIES WILL BE SHUNTED BY CONTROL SYSTEMS TO INTERDIMENSIONAL NON-SPACE”

A look of concentration passed veil-like over KRAKH’s face as he nodded his head slowly.

“Very well . . . I am sure Your Excellencies will agree that it is always best to proceed cautiously yet trustingly in such matters. As a preliminary token of our confidence in the success of our negotiations, we will waive any further discussion of this item, in consideration of a future reciprocal exchange, of course. However, our ships must take precautions for the safety of our personnel in the event of unfortunate contingencies beyond anyone’s control and will deploy certain minimal and − ah − purely protective measures. You may proceed with your project. Admiral JURM-KRAKH signing off.” 

KRAKH de-activated the diplomatic channel, his face reverting to a more natural scowl and signalled with his hand to deploy the plasma radiation shields. VLAS's mouth twisted in involuntary admiration of the smooth duplicity of KRAKH's response: pretending to object to their plan, yet undoubtedly pleased to be killing time. They had also gleaned another piece of information about the possible vulnerability of their foe. 

Would it matter? VLAS was stunned by the Ch’rtaghi intention to manipulate the star. The energies involved would be mammoth, far beyond their own puny capabilities demonstrated two days previously with the “Planetbuster”. If the event was genuine – or not – there was more to the Ch'rtaghi than ‘smoke and mirrors. Was he the only rational person on the Mission?

A shaft of blue light aimed at the star shot from the black mother ship and reached its target. For some moments it seemed to have no effect, but a shimmering wave passed over the surface of the star and a limb of incandescent plasma flared out in a long arc towards the spiral clouds of the black hole’s event horizon. The jet grew visibly thicker and pulsed like flood waters backing up a blocked channel until it became half the diameter of the star itself. Its profile started to shrink as it advanced closer to the event horizon. 

VLAS glanced at the meters of his equipment on STARSCOUT. All gravimetric, magnetic field and radiation readings were unchanged, nominal. Was anything really happening out there? He turned back to the video link with TRIUMPHANT and caught a glimpse of KRAKH's fingers beating at a faster pace as his scowl deepened. 

On STARSCOUT's big screen, the colours pulsing down the arm of gas being sucked into the black void were flashing faster and more brightly. 

Could this really be only an elaborate show? Could all their sensors be malfunctioning or duped? He heard a muffled gasp that could only be HALOR again but it passed without any remark from Commander SIYUL. 

The star was moving faster. Its bulk was visibly shrinking and elongating. The rhythm of the cataclysm increased its pulsing and the star received an explosive impulse that propelled it across the screen in a flash of blue-white light that filled the cabin. VLAS's arm whipped up to protect his eyes but the filters cut in and the screen blacked out. 

When normal vision returned, he saw the black hole’s event horizon had grown beyond its original coordinates. Two blue jets shot out perpendicularly into space from its poles and where the star had existed new points of light made their appearance. But all his meters were still reading nominal!

It was a phenomenally impressive demonstration – or performance – confirming his original suspicions. Veenaga was hopelessly outclassed in this encounter, whether the event was real or staged, and this was surely only a token of their other capabilities. 

On TRIUMPHANT, KRAKH scanned the monitors around him and swivelled his command chair so as to face the closed-circuit camera. His eyebrows knotted more tightly around his deep-set eyes. Knobby fists gripped the armrests. His voice was a barely contained snarl.

“Smoke and mirrors! That's all it is! Don’t fall for these hallucinations! All gravimetric, mass, X-Ray and gamma radiation readings on TRIUMPHANT are unchanged! They’re just manipulating telemetry data. We’re not sure this ‘race’ is even in the same time-space continuum as we are. Why do they keep fading in and out as if having trouble stabilizing? All reliefs cancelled. Verify and correlate all sensor data. I want a report from each Section Head before muster. Get to work! KRAKH out.”

KRAKH shifted position to switch back to the diplomatic channel and VLAS was bemused by how rapidly his features changed from scowl to deferential smile. His voice took on an unctuous tone.

“We congratulate Your Excellencies on such an interesting – uh – achievement. Remarkable indeed on so many fronts. It is gratifying to meet a society technologically on a par with our own and we look forward to eventual collaboration in our different fields of expertise. We would be pleased to review whatever other – hmm – phenomena you wish to present. Over . . .”

“OBSERVED OPERATION SUFFICIENT”

On KRAKH’s face disappointment flickered momentarily.

“In that case, may we begin our deliberations regarding the agreed matters under consideration. First item on the agenda . . .” 
On STARSCOUT, VLAS glanced warily out of the corner of his eye at his two colleagues. Commander SIYUL was whispering commands to NAVCOMP. Both he and HALOR were wearing appropriately busy expressions as they bent over their consoles betraying little reaction to the events just witnessed. He had better show himself getting busy too, although the pit in his gut was growing deeper by the minute. He was sure they didn’t have the slightest chance of survival against the Ch’rtaghi. He was trapped like a stick in a whirlpool.

The last effects of the hyperspace buffering shots had faded away as STARSCOUT approached Checkpoint Zrada on the final leg to home base. VLAS readied himself to open the ICM on Commander SIYUL’s order. He cursed himself again for the failure of his jury-rigged probe on STARSCOUT that had to use what he considered second-rate equipment. But his reassignment to STARSCOUT wasn’t unexpected. His parents had been ‘politicos’, among the last hold-outs in the Dissident Wipe-up campaign of 2948-37. He’d worked hard to try to live down his ‘tainted’ background but it had all come to nothing. 
So what if the Mission had its phony ‘treaty’ wrapped up as neat as tinklefoil and a little more data on the location of the Ch’rtaghi’s home world. They had learned virtually nothing more about the Ch’rtaghi themselves. It was obvious to him that Veenaga was hopelessly outclassed. In addition, he hadn’t been able to come up with any kind of plan for surviving the forthcoming war he knew was doomed to failure.

“What the Disse!”

The Emergency Communications board suddenly lit up and a siren began a staccato squeal. A signal from Checkpoint Zrada was being picked up but was strangely distorted. His operations screen started flashing: TOP-PRIORITY MESSAGE RECEIVED”

What was going on!? That was ‘SuperCrypt’! Right. Switching on. Accepting call, voice and video. 
Over the ICM’s intercom SIYUL shouted.

“What are you waiting for, 249? Bring it up on main screen!”

“Hear you, Sir! Decrypting and switching over to main channel. Some kind of interference. Maximum boost.”
The familiar hawk-like face of Ograrch DOLGIT spluttered onto the screen. There was also no mistaking the look of a dying man: sullen, expressionless eyes, hollow pock-marked cheeks.

“Attention TRIUMPHANT . . . You know . . . I am. This . . . Triple Black Alert – NAVCOMP Priority Code X999 . . . Repeat . . . ode X999. Do not proceed Veenaga. Re . . . not proceed Veenaga . . . attacked . . . ago with biological weapons. Rapid and . . . effectiveness. I am one . . . the last survivors. Human life forms . . . xtinct. Visual verification . . . news sources . . . You are now . . . your own. Save yourselves . . . can. DOLGI . . . out.”

VLAS's residual grogginess vanished as if his brain had been seared by a laser. Stomach churning, VLAS was sure the message was genuine because even though the A/V was out of sync he knew enough lip-reading to verify most of the feebly articulated words. 

Snippets of video followed showing streets full of panicking people and massive riots in the cities, body-strewn parks and hospitals besieged by clawing mobs; then, panels of scientists who, themselves dying, were desperately trying to fathom what was happening to their race. 

“. . . and while the physiology of . . . form seems quite simple, its toxicity . . . to reproduce quickly, and adapt to . . . immunological and pharmacol . . . defences are beyond our ability to even . . .”

“BLACK ALERT OVERRIDE. BATTLE STATIONS.  MULTIPLE TARGETS APPROACHING EXTREME SENSOR RANGE. CO-ORDINATES BTD 352  VELOCITY POINT 2C.  HOSTILITY FACTOR POINT 99.  ACTIVATING INDEPENDENT COMMAND MODULE PROGRAMMING.  COMMENCING HYPERDRIVE ESCAPE MANOUVRES.  INITIATING NARCON MEDICATION.” 

On a screen inside his Command Module, full-spectrum radar painted a diamond pattern of twenty black balls streaming toward them blinking in stroboscopic rhythm. TRIUMPHANT was already responding with red Q-Field beams but they froze in mid-space around the Ch’rtaghi formation without reaching any target.

VLAS contemplated the chaos on the screen in front of him as though in a trance. While a part of him was gripped in panic, a startling exhilaration exploded inside his gut. 
Now he’d show them how ‘tainted’ he really was! 

All the shouts and commands in his ears dropped away. 

He lunged for the spylog tablet on the armrest and jammed it against the injector needle that was emerging to fire the anti-Hyperspace drug into his upper arm. It unloaded itself instead into the thick metaplastic casing. His action would be reported – to who? − and his chest swelled with satisfaction.

The first blast hit his ship two deci-secs before transit to Hyperspace. The whole hull shook and bounced in the wash of the shock wave, but he knew it was only a glancing blow. In the almost total darkness of the ICM he stared numbly at the numbers reeling off on the red display. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead. If they closed the range before Hyperspace transit . . . 

Sudden movement on another screen caught his eye. Three green beams had penetrated TRIUMPHANT’s hull and sliced it into four ragged sections spilling men and materiel into space. The broached Q-Field pods ignited in a chain reaction and vaporized the ship in a blue flash. 

The second blast hit STARSCOUT at the exact moment of transit. The ship was jolted with a force that almost tore the ICM off its mounts. Pummelled by the restraining pads, VLAS heard the air on Command Deck being sucked out into space in a shuddering gasp. His eyes tried to focus on the control panel but suddenly everything became a red mist, and then – nothingness.

0:02

Where was he? 
Was he dead? 
Where was the ship? 
Had he been ejected? But there weren't any stars. 
He could hear himself thinking, so he must be alive. But it was all dark. 

No, there were lights ahead . . . They were moving closer. They were beautiful, collapsing into each other and he into them. 
There wasn’t any pain! Actually, he felt . . . superb. There was just him, the colours and the feeling: this incredible high . . . 

So, was this hyperspace? But it was supposed to be so terrible . . . !

He was starting to float. Starting to turn. Moving faster. 

Everything was turning. It was a whole galaxy! No, it was more than that. Too strange. How could it turn that fast? 
He was heading straight for the centre. 

Faster and faster. More colours. Flashes. He-was-being-pulled 
d-o-w-n 
t-h-r-o-u-g-h 

I-T

Crystalline voices emerged out of the lights. 
They are all around him circling. Why are they whispering to each other? What do they want from me? 
They’re some kind of energy fields, trying to tell him something.

He’d been what? . . . Why him? Yes, yes, he understood . . . But all the things he’d done . . .!? All right. All right . . . 

Vlas’s heart was pounding. The ‘stars’ had voices that sounded like filaments of quartz sliding over each other, scanning him, talking to him. They had chosen him for something important but now he couldn't remember what. 

He became aware of a red glow beyond his eyelids, padded straps over his body and the slow hiss of venting air. He opened his eyes, saw he was still in the ICM and quickly closed them, savouring the fading edges of the intensely pleasant experience. It had been like sex but in a body totally unlike his. 

The last lift of euphoria passed. He tried desperately to hang on, but the images and sensations now felt as though they had happened to a stranger sitting inside his skin. He felt a pang of regret but knew he would never forget them. 

Why did Space Command drug everybody so nobody would experience how marvellous hyperspace transit really was? No, of course. Wasn’t that typical of everything on Veenaga?

Other sensations were surfacing – not pleasant ones. He was being delivered to his ‘real’ body. Reluctantly, he opened his eyes. 

He was still in the ICM. He was not hurt. His eyes danced around the consoles as though seeking consolation for his recent loss. The hull damage-repair panel was indicating systems working at their highest capacity. Then two sets of pulsing red lights caught his eye. The life-support circuits in the other two ICM’s were non-operational − open to space. His was the sole intact one. That meant . . . 

He remembered the message from the dying Ograrch, the videos from Veenaga, the vicious attack. And now this . . . 

He lay stunned, staring into the darkness around him feeling only the dryness in his mouth and the void in his gut. 

“No-o-o-o!”

His body slammed against the belts. Rocking from side to side he fought against the restraining pads, oblivious to the welts forming over his muscles and chest. Exhausted and drenched in sweat he passed out. 

But instead of oblivion came the record of other times, other places. 

“Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!”

The chant droned into his brain through the ringing in his ears. The crowd of half-naked boys around him and Dron, his opponent, were shouting themselves hoarse, pounding their fists with passion. Their sweating eyes were blazing, their teeth glistened with anticipation. They wanted real blood this time. Either his or his Dron's; they didn't care. Those were the rules of the initiation.

Circling around Dron, his body bent but head straight, knife in his left hand, he knew he was near the limit of his endurance. Blood was pounding in his ears and spots starting to flicker in front of his eyes. He'd better do it real soon, or else. 

The other boy was heavier and had a slightly longer reach, but favoured a lunging left that made him vulnerable. He, though, was quicker and smarter.
Eyes locked on each other, knives at the ready, they waited for an opening, a weakness, a mistake. Another flash from the left! He let the boy's arm streak out to him. It was too far out this time! Now! Sidestepping to the right, he brought his left hand down in a chop to the elbow joint and jabbed with his right straight to the ribs. There was a scream, a gush of blood and a raucous cheer. He sank to his knees in the dust. It was over.

The trail in the jungle snaked along beside the rushing mountain stream. Tall filigree-leaved plants overhung his path and brushed into his eyes. He watched for the edible ones, picking and stuffing them into his pack. Except for the zinging of insects, the silence was total. It was mid-day and he needed to rest, eat and get his bearings. There was a clearing ahead.

Only one more week of this. If he reached the pick-up zone alive and in time, he'd earn a junior commission and his first star. So far, so good. He'd managed to keep himself intact. 

There was a bend in the stream to his left and a rocky escarpment leading to higher slopes on his right. The clearing ahead was larger than he thought, curiously level with a grassy floor and strewn with moss-covered boulders overgrown with vines and saplings sprouting from their tops. 
He went down to the stream that he felt sure would lead him to the Shining Sea and out of High Kaltea. Would he make it in time to be picked up? No show – no . . . He didn't finish the thought.

He put his backpack on the bank, took off his tunic and laid it on rocks in the stream bed weighted down so the current would scour it. The water was cool and inviting. He swam to the middle of the pool and for some lazy moments lay face-up, absorbing the coolness of the water and the warmth of the sun on his face. He reflected on his game plan, weighing the calculations he had made of time versus distance, difficulty of terrain and stock of food and water. At the same time, he kept a watchful eye out for predators still known to exist in these wilder parts.

He dressed, squatted and opened the backpack to take out the last haunch of kelliput he’d snared two days before. Looking around at the wild profusion of animate and inanimate growth: bugs, snakes, useless plant matter not of service to man or the New Order, he wondered why they hadn't been bio-phased out yet. Not only that, what was the point of survival training in this ‘natural’ setting anyway when all their work was going to be in the slums and underground of the urban world? 

He quickly shut off that train of thought. Yet he had to admit the place had a strangely pleasurable feel in spite of its natural excesses and the dangers he knew it concealed.  

As he leaned back on his elbows to survey the clearing, he noticed the unusual symmetries of the twenty or so man-high boulders. Their tops and sides were overgrown with vines and shrubs, but what bare rock was exposed revealed perfectly flat surfaces with a suggestion of curved lines. He noted with surprise that the spacing of the boulders hinted at a pathway leading toward the cliff face. He decided to explore. Perhaps it had been a settlement or fort in the old days before Pacification.

He followed the boulders toward the base of the cliff. Rounding a particularly large one he found himself in front of an archway sculpted into the rock, barely wide enough for one person. He scrutinized the ground in front of him for animal tracks and food debris, but it was clean. Just in case, he unsheathed his hatchet-knife and opened the lumestick he had saved for night work. Slowly he entered the opening. The air was still and moist with a mineral scent.

Walking forward, however, he found there was no need for artificial illumination. Oblique shafts cut upwards allowed enough light to see the way ahead and there was a point of grey in the distance. The tunnel became spacious and led straight into the heart of the rock. 

He became aware of features on the surface of the walls around him. Carvings, consecutive life-sized profiles of women were caught in mid-motion creating a dance frozen in stone. He stopped, awed. They possessed a voluptuousness that was serene and gentle, unlike the current Porn-Norm. He had never seen women like that before, although he had heard rumours about the banned ‘art’ books kept in Security archives. 

The point of grey ahead became a brightly illuminated cleft in the massif. He extinguished the lumestick. Near-vertical shafts of light revealed a series of steps leading to a recessed chamber. 

He saw flickering shadows within. His hand tightened on his hatchet. He quietly approached the portal from one side and glanced inside. The chamber was empty except for three tiny flames burning out of metal pipes set into the wall. As he entered, the flames leapt and wavered in his airstream. Slowly the walls came alive with more life-size figures of women, this time facing him directly with eyes large and open, beckoning to him in the bending shadows, motioning him to kneel by the flames. He moved closer to the little jets. There was a recess in the wall above them which initially seemed empty but, looking closer, he saw a metal medallion the size of his hand facing him. There was strange writing on it. Picking it up, he saw it unfolded into three composite views of a woman's upper body. She was looking right at him, smiling. His vision blurred for a moment and when it returned her arms appeared to reach out to him to welcome and embrace him. He brought the face to his lips and kept it there. 

Looking at the object in disbelief, he broke into a sweat. He had never before in his life given in to weaknesses like this. Throwing the medallion down, he tore through the tunnel with heart pounding and stumbled over the threshold into the open air.

Med Centre XK-200 − his first Security assignment after being commissioned. He was sitting in his office with the new directive from SANCENTRE on his desk. He had summoned the supervisor of the Birth Unit. He lit a stim-bar nervously. She arrived, an older woman with hair in a tight bun under her green cap and a self-assured set to her creased face. She stood facing him now with a bold expression in her gray eyes that infuriated him. He threw the file on the desk. It didn't matter any more. He had her now, finally.

“Med-Tech Khrana, what's the meaning of this? The results of this amnio scan should have been given to me almost two weeks ago. You know the new procedures. Why wasn't GENCONTROL informed about the status of foetus KF-8360/9 immediately?”

“I understand the procedures quite well, Ensign 249-K, but since the mid first-trimester results were inconclusive, I decided to delay the abort horizon to the beginning of the second. It's not my fault the lab then mislabelled the file and only found it by auto-audit yesterday. I don't have time to keep track of every case. It's still borderline and as Head I am advising non-intervention.” 
“Your recommendations are no longer relevant, Med-Tech Khrana. I have received new directives from Centre. It has come to our attention that almost all these ‘administrative’ problems seem to occur with these borderline cases of yours. Not only here but in Birth Units in all of the local medcentres. There is now evidence of an organized conspiracy to subvert the teachings of the New Order. You yourself have consistently voted for non-termination and covered up your staff's ‘mistakes’. You are therefore suspended from all supervisory duties and will confine yourself to ward care until further notice, pending a full investigation. Frankly, I’m a little disappointed in you. I would have thought a woman of your experience so close to retirement would have managed her affairs more intelligently. That is all.” 

“That is not all, Ensign 249-K. How dare you accuse me of being involved in some kind of conspiracy! I have been doing my duty within the law for the past thirty years without the need for political guidance from a brown-nosing dandy in a fresh uniform. Is it now going to be a crime against the state not to apply the benefit of the doubt in marginal cases? Where is your vaunted ‘New Justice’? You talk of my experience. Well, I can tell you that this genetic perfection you . . .”

“That is enough, Med-tech! I don't have to listen to these treasonous ravings! You are suspended from all duties and will report to your quarters immediately. You will be held accountable for your remarks.”

“My conscience is clear, Ensign 249-K, clearer than yours will ever be. May the Mercy of . . .”

“Get out of here!” 
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His eyes opened. 

In the greyness, pink specks of light zigzagged in front of him with a life of their own − left to right, then up and down, before drifting away. His eyes closed.

It felt so safe lying there. All he had to do was remember to breathe. The warm air flushing around him was sweet and clean. It gave him everything he needed. He didn't even have to move. And it was better not to move because he was sure the aches would start again if he did. The silence too was welcome. It was protecting him. Everything was simple now, natural. No disharmonies to cause complications. There had been just so many complications lately. He knew the best way to avoid them. It was so hard to remember to breathe. That was an effort. If he didn't have to remember to breathe, he wouldn't have to make that effort, would he? So . . .

His body jerked hard against the restraining pads. For an instant the temptation presented itself to thrash about again with remembered as well as present pain. But that impulse too slowly faded away, finding neither will nor energy to sustain it.

His eyes flickered open. He was in his ship in the ICM. The screen in front of him was showing patterns of light and colour that looked like stars.

His eyes roamed around the parts of the cabin visible from the ICM. Everything seemed strange and distant, as if he were seeing things for the first time. There was a big hologram of space with more stars in the centre of the cabin. What were those cabinets along the bulkhead? Oh, they held space suits. 
He felt a tearing thirst. The sensation became a decision communicated to his right hand. It reached out groping for the switch to release the restraining pads and elevate the couch to a sitting position. As the pads slid away into their recesses, he felt a twinge of panic at their loss. The couch’s upward motion caused a wave of vertigo that almost made him lose consciousness. Breathing heavily, he lay there trying to contain the pounding of his heart.

His mouth and throat were hollows of fire which demanded instant attention. He found the drinking water switch. A transparent tube with shaped mouthpiece presented itself from the panel on the right and he moved it awkwardly into his mouth. He had barely enough energy to start sucking at it to activate the pump but his throat was not quick enough to direct the flow. He choked, spitting water out over his body. Dripping at the mouth and exhausted, he closed his eyes and mumbled incoherently.
He tried to get a drink again and, this time more prepared, was able to control the working of his mouth. It produced a shock of well-being that resonated through his whole body. Grateful for the relief he closed his eyes and sank into a haze of half-sleep punctuated now and then by jerks of his head. He drifted uneasily between oblivion and semi-consciousness. 

A part of him, however, at a great distance from the centre of pain retained a grain of lucidity which wondered at the tenaciousness of his body to survive in the face of utter futility.
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249K-VLAS woke up to the background sounds of fans, relays and pumps. Aware that he was sinking into a mental pit, he forced himself to sit erect and face his control console. He rubbed his head with one hand to revive dimly remembered procedures. 

Check status of hull and cabin integrity, air and consumable reserves, effectiveness of auto-repair circuits. There was satisfaction in moving his hands, activating switches, getting results. He scanned cabin pressure and air quality displays. Nominal. Safe to leave his Independent Control Module. 

But the other two ICMs had been breached. He thought of SIYUL and HALOR lying there dead. He drew in a deep breath, holding it against the tension that was rising within him. Their bodies would have to be attended to, decisions made. 

His eyes focused again on his displays. Hyperspace drive now inoperative. Q-Drive marginally functional at 16% capacity and leaking charge, barely sufficient for one planetary landing. Landing? Where? 

First things first: Where was he?

NAVCOMP was scanning a 360-degree pattern. Although two sensors were out, there should still be enough data to establish their present location. 

His screen took on depth and detail. A wash of coloured points sprang forward in the Holocube display on Command Deck outside the ICM. As he expected, there were no star systems he could recognize, but that should not be a problem for NAVCOMP’s data bank. At the touch of his finger requesting a position, however, there was an unusually long pause. The display dimmed and thick red characters shimmered into view.

POSITION UNKNOWN. 

He swallowed hard. 

How was that possible? Couldn't NAVCOMP come up with any data? Do a Systems check. Switch to Voice Control.

“Voi—”

The word broke in half and lost itself in the tiny chamber. 

Slow down. 

He felt an oppressive tightening in his chest. He needed more room. He activated the controls to open the ICM and the top half of the module curved up away from him and came to rest poised in the air like a giant cupped palm. He gratefully inhaled the new air.

How long had he been wedged into that tiny space? As he slowly turned to position himself for exit, he glanced at his time log. He couldn't believe his eyes: a whole day had elapsed since the attack! Had he been unconscious that long? Somehow, it had seemed both longer and shorter. He shook his head to clear his thoughts and began levering himself out of the tilted couch. He immediately fell to his knees. Grimacing from the pain of stretched wounds, he picked himself up. He needed relief from the aches in his body, then food, drink, energy.

Holding onto the edge of the console, he reached for the emergency medical kit under the couch. He drew a foil envelope out of a latched bin and scratched a red spot in the centre. As a puff of inert gas escaped, the pouch curled open. He picked out a synthoderm tube and began to spray the chafes, cuts and bruises on bare skin and under his tunic. The initial anaesthetic was quick to take effect and he tried to straighten up but was unable to reach his full height. 

He glanced over at the other two ICMs. There were finger-sized holes along the sides with burn marks around the edges. Pools of dried blood lay under the lowest ones. How was it his Module had been spared? 

He decided to call up ‘real’ food from the main dispensary rather than try the ICM’s emergency concentrates. Holding onto the edge of the Module, he walked stooped over to the Stores console. The pilot light showed green. He dialled a hot meal and a high energy drink and sat down on a swing-out stool. Two pouches emerged from the dispenser slot. 

He broke open the seal; savoury steam met his nostrils. The high-protein meat and vegetable patty was fashioned like a krava steak but required less energy to chew and assimilate. Although in the past it had always seemed a pale substitute for the real thing, the flavour came at him like a personal message.

The drink was a hot thick mixture of synthics and root extracts with a faintly bitter taste which he had never appreciated before. His first sips were careful and exploratory, but the heat of the descending liquid diffused deliciously through his body. He dialled another. Perhaps all would still be well.

He decided to try Voice Control again. He took another swallow and collected his thoughts.

“Voice Control, NAVCOMP. This is 249K-VLAS. I now have command of STARSCOUT 409.”

The synthesized male voice came through loud and strong.

“ACKNOWLEDGED.  NAVCOMP READY COMMANDER 249K.”

“What is our position?”

“POSITION UNKNOWN.  SITUATION ANOMALOUS. ”

“What do you mean, 'unknown'? Don't you have enough referents to give us a fix? There's plenty of data from the scanners!”

“NO VALID REFERENCE POINTS AVAILABLE AT THIS TIME.  INPUT DATA TOTALLY ANOMALOUS”

“What's the problem then? Has there been Astromemory damage or malfunction?”

“NEGATIVE. ASTROMEMORY CIRCUITS NOMINAL. INPUT LEVELS ADEQUATE BUT NO RECOGNIZABLE REFERENTS AVAILABLE. HYPERSPACE TRANSIT IRREGULAR, ALTERED BY EXTERNAL ENERGY SOURCE. EXIT SECTOR UNKNOWN. ADVISORY: EXTREME BLUE SHIFT ALL LIGHT INPUTS. STARSCOUT VELOCITY RELATIVE TO VISUAL INPUTS ANOMALOUS. VELOCITY NOW APPROACHING POINT FIVE SPEED OF LIGHT INCREASING BY POINT ONE PER MINUTE.”

His mouth dropped open as he heard the last words and he turned incredulously to stare at the velocity data pulsing on his screens. Its blue figures were all clustered beyond their maximum inter-planetary readings, something neither he nor anyone else had ever had ever experienced. Surely a system overload. A surge of adrenalin rushed through him.  

Had they been jolted to a completely remote sector of the universe where the ordinary laws of physics no longer held? Impossible! Everything looked normal, both the ship and the star systems on the screens, although they were indeed starting to take on a blue tint. Faster-than-light transport was an indisputable fact on the galactic level. Hyperspace drive was based on Q - Field Resonance which tuned into a network of ‘holes’ in the space-time continuum, themselves anomalies, but navigable. Was this new situation some transitional state never before encountered? He remembered hearing strange sounds and even voices in Hyperspace. What was Hyperspace anyway? Or was he going mad? His skin suddenly felt clammy and the air chilly.

He made a supreme effort to retain control but he was exhausted. The column of impossibly high digits wavered before his eyes. His head and shoulders slumped forward and came to rest on the console.
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NAVCOMP's even metallic voice shocked him out of his daze.

“APPARENT VELOCITY NOW POINT SIX NINE AND INCREASING. INITIAL SPECTRAL ANALYSIS OF STELLAR INPUTS INDICATE GENERIC SIMILARITY WITH ASTROMEMORY REFERENTS BUT SPECIFIC VARIABLES TOO DIVERGENT TO ALLOW  IDENTIFICATION. HIGH PROBABILITY PRESENT LOCATION IS UNCHARTED SECTOR OF TIME-SPACE CONTINUUM. ADVISORY:  NEAREST STELLAR INPUT WHITE DWARF FIVE POINT THREE LIGHT YEARS.  SHALL WE ALTER COURSE ?”

VLAS raised his head from the console and looked at the Holocube. He saw a bluish star hanging in one corner looking tantalizingly near. Five light years? It might as well be fifty, or five hundred. Even if their insane velocity proved to be real it was no substitute for the Hyperspace drive to try to reach it. His mouth gave a wry twist at the request for a course change. As if they were making some comfortable adjustment to an orbital approach! Totally ridiculous. Had NAVCOMP’s circuits been affected by the new situation? Besides, shouldn’t they be trying to save power? What was the point? 

Still, it was better to do something, anything . . .

“All right. Initiate minimal course correction, for what it's worth.”

“AFFIRMATIVE. INITIATING ELEVEN DEGREE COURSE ADJUSTMENT. LAST REFERENCE UNCLEAR. PLEASE CLARIFY.”

“Disregard last comment! Just execute correction!”

The voice of the ship's computer sounded so sure of itself. He walked back to the relative comfort of the ICM and positioned himself carefully so restraining pads would do the least damage to his new skin. It would be so good to just drift away . . . 

With a gesture of resignation, he reached over and flipped the contact to close the ICM capsule 

The pads eased forward and across his chest and hips. He tried to relax in anticipation of the pressures he would feel on his bruised body. Q - Drive engaged and a high-pitched vibration rang in his ears with insect-like tones. He couldn't help bracing himself slightly, but there would be no push against the pads and cushions of the couch. He waited the programmed time and his eyes turned to stare at the Holocube. The target star stayed in its corner, glowing quietly, unmoved. Somehow, he hadn't really expected it to. Why should it? He took a deep breath.

"NAVCOMP, report. What's the problem?"

“NEGATIVE RESPONSE TO SHIP ORIENTATION.  SITUATION ANOMALOUS.”

VLAS gave a big sigh.

“It must be this crazy speed. Repeat sequence. ”

“RESUMING COURSE ADJUSTMENT. VELOCITY POINT SEVEN ZERO.”

Again, the ICM filled with the sound of zinging insects. The clouds of stars and galaxies in the cube did not change their orientation, but now their outlines were starting to falter. The whole cube began to pulse. He had never seen anything like it. A stray thought made him shiver. Were they going to nova? 

“By the — ! NAVCOMP! What's going on here?” 

“SITUATION HIGHLY ANOMALOUS.  POSTIONING DRIVE SYSTEM FUNCTIONING NOMINALLY BUT WITH NO EFFECT ON SHIP'S ATTITUDE.  POSSIBLE CORRELATION WITH IRREGULAR HYPERSPACE TRANSIT AND PRESENT APPARENT VELOCITY. ADVISORY: NAVCOMP OVERLOAD CONDITION. NOW RELEASING UNPRODUCTIVE INTELLIGENCE LOOPS TO STANDBY.  NON-EXTRAPOLATIVE FUNCTIONS ONLY WILL HAVE PRIORITY.”

“What! You can't do that! How am I going to . . .?”

His voice stopped in mid-phrase. He stared at his console breathing heavily. What alternative systems did he have? None really. NAVCOMP was in complete control of all of them. 

The pulsing of the unstable-looking stars in the Holocube seemed to be increasing. His breathing became shallower. He closed his eyes and forced himself to take a deep breath. This was too much. There had to be a perfectly rational explanation for what was going on. 

He couldn’t supress a loud snort. Did there, really? He had devoted his career to the cause of rational controls, to the exploitation of natural and human resources, the elimination of subversive thoughts, ideas and, yes, people too. Now the only effective instrument he had left had decided to take a rest because it was overworked.

“Very well, NAVCOMP. When your circuits have cooled off and you have some new information, I hope you will let me know.” 

There was a tone in his voice this time that he was pleased with.

NAVCOMP was silent, no doubt saving its energies. The silence filled in around him like a wall. All he could do was watch the displays as the automatic support systems went about their job. His frustration focused into a tight ball in the pit of his stomach and it felt good to hold it like a possible new weapon. Actually, the thought that NAVCOMP too had reached the end of its tether was a novel touch. The walls of the small capsule suddenly felt slightly wider.

“NAVCOMP, just how badly is Hyperdrive damaged? Can we repair it and get us out of here?” 

He knew he was clutching at straws.

“HYPERDRIVE DAMAGED BEYOND SELF-REPAIR CAPABILITY. BASE FACILITIES REQUIRED.”

The message was short and brutal but at least he was not being completely ignored. Scraps of useful information could still be gleaned if he kept up a dialogue.

“Is there any data to establish whether the system ahead has planetary formations?” 

He knew it was an absurd question for they weren’t even heading for it. 

The answer came quickly. Was he imagining a note of impatience in NAVCOMP's voice?

“ALL SPECULATIVE FUNCTIONS SUSPENDED AS PER PRECEDING ADVISORY.  DATA WILL BE EVALUATED ONLY PENDING RE-ESTABLISHMENT OF NORMAL PARAMETERS.  VELOCITY POINT SEVEN THREE.”

There was nothing he could do. NAVCOMP was being adamant about curtailing its functions. He raised his hand to his head. It felt like a hollow nut being slowly squeezed in a metal fist.

What about the Ch'rtaghi? Where had they come from? Any chance they could be in this quadrant – wherever that was? Give himself up? 

He quickly dismissed the idea. The Ch’rtaghi would have no mercy on him even if he could find them. Some other race? The universe was vast and sparsely populated. It was ludicrous. He shook his head violently.

What was the status of the ship's consumables in any case? His fingers stabbed at the coloured displays, but even as he worked at them, he knew it would be in vain. Water and air could be recycled indefinitely but scoutships were stocked for three-month missions and the best he could stretch his food inventory now would be barely a year.

“VELOCITY NOW POINT SEVEN NINE.”

His eyes closed tightly and his head dropped into his cupped hands. The narco-treatment? Try to ‘hibernate’ with a calculated dose? His body shook with revulsion. Besides, he had no expertise with or access to the systems. They were a locked procedure keyed solely to hyperspace transfers.  

Another idea presented itself and his gut wrenched. He thought of the two bodies lying in their ICMs. One other option remained . . . The hair started to rise on his scalp and his face flushed. How long would two . . .? He opened his eyes and tried not to finish the thought but the calculation seemed to have a life of its own. The skin on his forehead tightened as the compulsive logic of his mind ground on of its own accord. A swirl of half-expressed numbers fought against the nausea rising within him. He became aware he was starting to hyperventilate.

“VELOCITY NOW POINT EIGHT FOUR”

The interruption hardly disturbed his train of thought. 

Established procedures for survival situations like this condoned the use of human flesh as a viable emergency option. SIYUL and HALOR had hardly been his friends − rivals and superiors, rather − both of them. 

His present situation had created conditions different from the survival protocols outlined in his manuals. These were the last individuals of his species. What was the point of survival alone? It held no meaning. 

It was all an exercise in futility. 

The thought of release from the torture of his impossible situation drifted into his mind like a beacon looming in the distance on a stormy night. It would require hardly any effort, really. . . 

Unexpectedly, images of the dancing women carved in stone in that far-off and long-forgotten rock temple flashed into his awareness. He saw himself kissing the face of the small figurine gesturing to him within the inner chamber. Somehow, they seemed to provoke his deepest sense of loss. 

He found himself brushing a drop of moisture from his cheek. He tried to shake his head to fight off the feeling but he had no energy left.

“VELOCITY NOW POINT EIGHT NINE”

He glanced wearily at the Holocube and the pulsing star that hung in its corner. He noticed it and all the others were changing shape and colour before his eyes, taking on extensions as bluish lines. He remembered that this was what had been conjectured might happen to visual sources as bodies approached light speed. He switched to maximum range and instantly the cube filled with a blazing variety of streaking lines pointing at him as their central focus. They were all visibly lengthening now, reaching out to him closer and closer as the ship's speed increased.

Yes, they were pointing at him, all right, mocking him for the mission, his life, his society and his race. Just weeks ago, he had thought himself ready and eager to serve the New Order and grind his way up the career ladder. But in the end, his whole world had revealed itself to be based on deception and delusions and he had been grasping at straws. He was now being kicked around like an expendable toy. 

Everything was stacked against him. The utter futility of his position was obvious.

There remained only one honourable option, one last rational act of redemption. 

He switched off Voice Control. Mechanically, his right hand reached out and unlatched a red-outlined cabinet set into the lowest niche of the console. He pressed his palm against the verification panel and an amber light flared up. He turned a key that set off a pulsing red flasher and the moan of a siren. "Armed" appeared on the small internal display. The procedure now was to engage the countdown timer. In a few minutes a new point of light would appear in the heavens which would temporarily outshine its distant companions. Its vaporized contents would stream out into the cosmos for recycling and then the emptiness and peace of primordial space would return. And he would be free.

VLAS stared intently at the flashing red button sitting in its collared recess and started to reach his hand out . . . 

At that instant the room came alive with light and colours that radiated from every object in solid rays. They coursed in rainbow pulses performing an auroral dance over and through every surface and corner of the ICM.

The brightness blinded him and he instinctively covered his eyes with his arm as he fell back on the couch. A surge of energy came over his body. The force picked him up and he was aware of a lightness inside him that could only mean he was flying. He pressed his forearm deeper against his dazzled eyes and he heard crystals crinkling and sliding over each other. 

He was turning cartwheels, beginning slowly and majestically, arms and legs outstretched, spinning around an axis in the center of his chest. The rotation affected his sense of orientation and the vertigo absorbed him into itself.

Something called his name and there were more sounds of tinkling crystals. The speed of rotation increased and the point of light in his chest around which he was moving opened and expanded like a lens. Faster and faster he turned. The floodlight behind the opening lens grew larger until it exploded in a blaze of multi-coloured streamers. Gradually they faded into delicious welcoming darkness. 
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He was alive!

His eyes wanted to open but he first took stock of his position on the couch, checking it against the memory of familiar pressures against head and body. His right arm had fallen asleep and was unnaturally active on pins and needles. He was aware of his heart pumping in his ears as well as the sound of softly flushing air and pinging displays. All his senses seemed clear and fresh; his mind subtly charged. 

A thought jolted him. Who or what had disarmed the firing sequence? He opened his eyes and saw the key was now vertical, showing only amber Standby status. Everything else in the capsule around him was normal. 

But outside the ICM a large blue and white globe was suspended in the middle of the Holocube.

His throat made a hollow sound as he choked on a breath. He stared at the globe in disbelief verging on panic. Was he going mad?! Was he hallucinating? He cleared his throat with a loud grunt.

“NAVCOMP! Voice Control. This is 249K-VLAS. Acknowledge.” “COMMANDER 249K-VLAS ACKNOWLEDGED. INTERNAL . . .”
“Never mind! Where are we?! What is that on the cube?! That − that's not Veenaga, is it?!”
“INTERNAL STATUS ADVISORY:  ASTROMEMORY CIRCUITS TEMPORARILY NON-FUNCTIONAL DUE TO ANOMALOUS EXTERNAL ENERGY INPUT.  INTELLIGENCE SECTOR OUTPUT MARGINAL .  ATTEMPTING SELF-REPAIR.  REGRET UNABLE TO ASSIST YOU AT THIS TIME.” 

“By the Disse! You don't know what that is out there?!”

“CONFIRM EXISTENCE OF ANOMALOUS PLANETARY OBJECT.  REGRET UNABLE TO IDENTIFY.” 

He sat up to stare at the magnificent dayside copy of a perfect world. Everything seemed to be in place: blue seas overlaid by advancing weather fronts, an iridescent horizon line revealing a dense atmosphere, a radial cap of polar ice and a hint of isolated brown-green land masses. What else could he want! But what was it?! Could it possibly be Veenaga, the ship's navigation circuits somehow programming for a default return to base in spite of Hyperdrive problems? 

The thought sent a chill down his spine. As unlikely as that was, Veenaga was now enemy territory and he would hardly be made welcome. He leaned forward dazed with excitement and apprehension, trying to identify the land features obscured by cloud cover. There seemed to be a lot of blue. Veenaga had only one hemisphere with much ocean − the Spokine − and it was surrounded by continents extending from cap to cap. Here the opposite held: water was the dominant medium. He made out a chain of small islands crossing the equatorial zone and melting into the shadowy night side that the ship was approaching. That was enough. He let out a sigh of relief.

“NAVCOMP, that's not Veenaga. Can't you tell me anything!”

“PRELIMINARY INPUT CONFIRMS ANOMALOUS TWIN-MOON PLANETARY OBJECT OF UNKNOWN IDENTITY.  OVERALL PARAMETERS INDICATE HUMAN HABITABILITY.  STARSCOUT VELOCITY NOMINAL FOR ORBITAL INSERTION.  ADVISORY:  Q - DRIVE REACTOR DAMAGED. RELIABILITY FACTOR FIFTY PERCENT. UNABLE TO CONTAIN CHARGE LEAKAGE IN POD "C".  IN EVENT OF ATTEMPTED LANDING EMERGENCY CONDITION IMMINENT. WHAT ARE YOUR INTENTIONS COMMANDER?”

It was crushingly good and bad news. Again, he was pulled apart by high hopes and apprehension. It was wonderful to know the planet was liveable but if he failed to reach it, what good was it? It was all too clear what his intentions were. The problem would be to realize them! 

For the first time in his life − and he had done a number of planetfalls before − he was struck by the beauty of what he was beholding. He continued to stare at the image in the Holocube, drinking in its every detail. It was now his world, given to him by the inscrutable universe − if he could only get to it. He forced his mind to clear for action.

The amber display in the red-lined cabinet was flashing. He shifted himself around carefully on the couch, reached in to press his hand against the verification panel and switched off. He closed the little door but continued to stare at it.

The voice of NAVCOMP interrupted his reverie. 

“ADVISORY: APPROACHING ORBITAL INSERTION IN THIRTY-FIVE MINUTES.  WHAT ARE YOUR INTENTIONS”

He looked up. His intentions were obvious. If the planet was habitable, he had to risk a landing without delay or he'd have no Q - Drive charge left.

“Prepare for orbital injection and earliest possible touchdown. What are the monitors reporting? Any evidence of advanced communications or organized intelligent life? Any signs of awareness of our arrival or possible hostility?”

“SENSOR INFORMATION INCOMPLETE.  INITIAL SCANS INDICATE NEGATIVE COMMUNICATION TRANSMISSIONS OR ENERGY ORGANIZATION.  ADVISORY: GROUND SCANS INDICATE HIGH LEVELS LOCALIZED RADIOACTIVITY.  NO MAJOR LIFEFORMS THIS SCAN SEQUENCE. PROGRAMMING ORBITAL RENDEZVOUS AND POSSIBLE BUT PROBLEMATIC TOUCHDOWN.”  

His chest slumped. So, there was a problem after all. He shook his head to shake off the unwelcome information. Perhaps it was still too soon to form any conclusions. What was the significance of ‘localized’? Was there still a chance some areas were safe? Was it a natural phenomenon, perhaps due to vulcanism or meteor impacts? Or was it more serious, from ‘artificial’ causes? It meant he would need time to carefully evaluate the situation before committing them to a site, at least one full orbit. Would he get it?

In any case, almost anything was better than dying in a metal coffin in the depths of space. Things could yet work out. The planet actually seemed to have discovered him. Staring at the luminous image of the slowly enlarging globe, he felt himself drawing strength from it. He had been through so much. It had to be right.

“ORBITAL INJECTION IN THIRTY TWO MINUTES.” 

It was time to get busy.

“NAVCOMP, initiate maximum mapping scans for earliest possible touchdown in a viable site. Will we have time for a full orbit before Commit? Any data on land topography?”

“RADAR SCANS INDICATE ISOLATED LAND MASSES OF MOUNTAINOUS VOLCANIC CONFIGURATION.  LOWEST RADIATION IN SCATTERED COASTAL AREAS.  MAPPING MONITORING AND RECORDING SCANS NOW FULLY OPERATIONAL.  VIABILITY FACTOR OF LEAST IRRADIATED AREAS NOMINAL AT THREE HUNDRED FORTY RAD.  NEGATIVE ORBITAL OVERFLY TIME WINDOW AT PRESENT RATE OF LEAKAGE. EARLIEST TOUCHDOWN MANDATORY.  ADVISE EARLIEST DECISION AND PAYLOAD REDUCTION.”

A frown passed over his face. Piloting was not one of his areas of expertise. He would have to rely heavily on NAVCOMP. His only contribution would be getting and evaluating information. 

The advisory about payload reduction. Of course! What was he going to do about the bodies in the other ICMs? He took a deep breath. He would jettison them from the landing bay. If anything came up while he was working, he would be in touch anywhere in the ship via Voice Control. 

“NAVCOMP, I am moving the bodies in the other two ICMs to the landing bay for payload reduction. I will expect ongoing reports of anything significant. Are your ‘extrapolative’ loops working now? Are you fully operational?”

“ACKNOWLEDGE PAYLOAD REMOVAL AND JETTISON. EXPECTED TIME GAIN TWO POINT NINE MINUTES. INTELLIGENCE CIRCUITS NOW EIGHTY-ONE PERCENT OPERATIONAL. INFRARED SCANS INDICATE MARGINAL BIOLOGICAL ACTIVITY IN REMOTE AREAS. ADVISE EARLIEST POSSIBLE DECISION.”

VLAS felt a tug of impatience at the needless advice.

“I understand, NAVCOMP. Just find me some place with minimal radioactivity, fresh water and a food supply − even if it has to be vegetarian. Can we dip low enough to actually sample the atmosphere for organics?”

He had thrown out the prospect of going vegetarian simply out of pique.

“ECOLOGICAL ANALYSIS ALWAYS COMBINED WITH ORBITAL INSERTION.” 

“I understand. I'm going to be relying on you to assess sites for my selection and then take us down. We won't have a lot of time”

“TIME INFORMATION REFERENCE REDUNDANT.  THIRTY MINUTES TO ORBITAL RENDEZVOUS.”

“What? Just continue the survey.”

He realized he was losing his temper. Why was he getting into a tizzy with NAVCOMP − his one hope? He was phenomenally lucky and wasting precious time.

0:07

VLAS opened the ICM, raised himself off the couch and looked around. The self-repair systems had worked well; the whole ship was fully pressurized again. He saw clusters of tiny scars and discolorations along the gray metaplastic walls where needle-like beams had burned through the hull. The damaged areas had re-crystallized. He had been lucky. The hum of the Q - Drive generator in the central hub and the slight vibration under the soles of his feet gave assurance of his miraculous survival. But how exactly had it come about?

Glancing at the two ICMs on his left he realized that his had been in their protective ‘shadow’. They had taken the full blow of the attackers’ beams coming from their left. The exiting rays had just failed to pierce the extra thickness of his own ICM, leaving his capsule with just minor burn scars on its side.

He looked again at the central ICM, stood up and took a few halting steps towards it, holding onto the casing of his capsule for support and recollecting the man whose body lay within. Captain SIYUL had been a politically skilled and ruthless rank climber − a master at dissembling and advancing his own plans. VLAS had always felt uneasy in his presence. Initially, SIYUL had an affability that put you at ease, nodding to every response as if in agreement; but his dark-set eyes were constantly darting glances around and behind you as if recording your holographic image that he would later play back and dissect. 
His thumb pressed against the recognition plate on the lower half of the capsule. He steeled himself for what he would see. There was a loud click as latches disengaged, followed by a whirring of relays that raised the upper-half of the ICM. A pressurized puff of air was released that had an off-sweet smell. 

The body was slumped forward over the control console face down and turned away from him. One knee was bent under and both arms were hanging down over the sides of the couch. The neck was a twisted mass of raw flesh burnt black by the cauterizing heat of the ray. On the left side of the chest, the uniform had been burnt through exposing blood-stained fabric and bloated red skin. 

VLAS was surprised to feel a twitch of pity. Combat casualties usually left him relatively unaffected. How the situation had changed. Aside from the wounds, this could have been any mature man stricken in mid-stride by a stroke or heart attack, meeting defeat when the success of his Mission seemed at hand. Well, SIYUL, he thought, you finally met your match. We all did. 

Pulling up on the stiffened arms, he heard the voice of NAVCOMP.

“ORBITAL INJECTION NOW EFFECTED. TOPOGRAPHICAL SCANS OPERATIONAL.  PROGRAMMING TOUCHDOWN PARAMETERS. ADVISE PRELIMINARY BRAKING MANEUVER IN TWENTY MINUTES.”

“Understood. I'll be finished before then. Anything to report?”

“TOPOGRAPHY OF LAND AREAS APPEARS VERY RUGGED.”
“I see. How much of a problem will that be?”  

“DESCENT RADAR NOW PROGRAMMED FOR MAXIMUM SENSITIVITY.”

VLAS wasn't sure his question had been answered. 

“Understood. Proceed with survey.”

He pulled on SIYUL's body and it dropped to the flooring with a thud. He started dragging it toward the airlock bay, back-stepping his way past the debris and let the body down just in front of the airlock hatch. Turning around to its control panel, he confirmed that the pumping and seal mechanisms were operational. There was a burn mark of discoloured metaplastic a hand's width from the touch panel. If it had been knocked out, he wasn't sure there was a spare module to repair it. Another piece of luck.

He opened the airlock and pulled the body over the raised sill onto the floor inside and over to the outer hatch. As he left, he glanced down at it lying face up with the arms and one knee raised in the air as if fending something off. There was something infantile in the pose. The image flashed in his mind of his first posting as Security Supervisor in Central Hospital. He had gone to inspect a ward after a report of a defective new-born that had escaped detection. He found its stumps of arms and legs pumping frantically in the air and the face contorted with pain or need. He had done his job, confirming the termination order, but in the future had made sure to send a subordinate instead. 

He shook the memory away with a grimace and went back to the main cabin. One more to go: HALOR.

As the top half of the third ICM rose, HALOR’s body tumbled onto the floor. His face had a look of shock and bewilderment, both arms were stretched out as if he had been trying to fend off incoming hits. A ray had caught him in the back of the head and exited through one eye. It had melted and disappeared leaving a blackened charred cavity. The other wounds were in the abdomen. Bits of flesh and stained fabric protruded from finger-sized exit sites, some of which were effectively cauterized but others had oozed body fluids.

Pulling the body by the boots, he dragged it toward the airlock, feeling its weight a token of the hostility they had felt for each other from the beginning of this and other missions. But that was then. Having experienced racial annihilation, wild galactic flight and his own doubly miraculous escape from death, he realized their feuds as well as all the others had been insignificant. He would be putting that nonsense to rest along with everything else connected with their accursed expedition − and who knew what else.

He deposited HALOR’s body next to SIYUL’s. He looked down at them: the one, his superior, the other, his ‘colleague’, the last members of his species. Both were totally convinced − as he hadn’t been − of the rightness of their Mission. Only now did he realize the strength of the simplest things they had in common: life itself.

Humanity had unexpectedly become a scarcer commodity in the universe. Seeing their two bodies lying there mutely contorted, waiting to be flushed into the planet's atmosphere for cremation, he suddenly felt old and heavy. 

But, in effect, he owed his life to them, just for being where they were at the moment of catastrophe. With an unaccustomed pang in his chest he stepped out of the airlock, turned and faced them. He had given the salute many times in rituals of triumph and bravado and it was comforting to be able to drop into a familiar gesture. This time it had more genuine meaning.

0:08
“NAVCOMP, what have you got to report? Have you found a landing site?” His voice was snappy and impatient.

“MAPPING PROCEEDING NOMINALLY. SITE SELECTION PROBLEMATIC DUE TO TERRAIN IRREGULARITIES.  RESIDUAL RADIATION LEVELS CONSISTENT WITH NUCLEAR RELEASES BUT NOW PARTLY NOMINAL . ENTERING NIGHT ZONE.  INITIATING BRAKING SEQUENCE.”

The pitch of Q – Drive rose without affecting internal gravity. 

The news as well as the calm assured tone of voice irritated him. Never mind. Get on with it. 

His orders snapped out like bullets.

“The bodies are in the airlock. Deactivate the gravitic field there, reduce pressure to fifty percent and prepare to evacuate at my command. Secure ship. I'm going to activate my ICM.” 
“AFFIRMATIVE ALL INPUTS READY”

A pulsing yellow point in the Holocube showed the ship was leaving the luminous half of the slowly unscrolling globe and entering the dark zone while Q – Drive reduced their velocity. 

He climbed into the ICM, unavoidably scraping his bruises and cursing. He set to work with a passion. He would just have to pick the likeliest site, even if it wasn't ideal. The ship had a stock of synthfood and medication. Living in the ship, using its closed and filtered systems and the emergency suit outdoors might give him a greater margin of survival − if they could only find a local food source. 

It might not be so bad after all, he thought grimly. All they had to do was survive the trip down. It wasn’t going to be easy. Yellow caution lights were blinking on all Q - Drive circuits.

He allowed himself a general orientation focused on the telemetry scan of the surface. Infrared biological markers and radar showed status of organic life, temperatures, topographical and meteorological features. Communication sensors showed a blank RF spectrum. 

He watched a few scanning cycles at different magnifications, absorbing the colour coding information, and thinking of what it was actually like down there. Everything he viewed in the visible spectrum was in darkness, unrelieved at any magnification by signs of artificial light sources: no cities or towns, none of the web-like networks of interconnected sparks that Veenaga had presented on night-side arrival. He watched as blotches of terrain and sea passed by. Every now and then he caught a pattern of pock-shaped features on the larger islands. 

If the radiation was the result of nuclear explosions, there must still be vestiges of civilization.

“Replay dayside visual data on Holocube. Half speed, full normalized projection.”

The dark globe in front of him shimmered into brilliant light, unwinding a scroll of cloud patterns, open seas and isolated land masses.

VLAS aimed the teleremote at a large island near the equator. The Cube winked into a view of a mountainous coast crossing from north-east to south-west. He focused on a scalloped coast line, selecting medium magnification. An almost completely circular bay area leapt toward him that seemed too perfect to be natural. At its edges he saw the outlines of a grid network radiating outwards. He interpolated vegetation data and was shown only scattered colonies of what were probably lichens. Clusters of red spots were exhibiting anomalous reflective patterns impossible to interpret correctly. His mouth became dry and he stared at the images until they became a blur in his eyes. He was sure now what had happened. 
Knowing what to expect in terms of the scale of devastation was one thing; he needed to know how time had modified the original destruction and where he could find a liveable biosystem.

“NAVCOMP, what's your estimate of when these nuclear releases happened?”
“ANALYSIS INDICATES POSSIBLE FORTY SOLAR CYCLE TIME FRAME.”

That wasn't very long ago. Some of the residual contaminants had a destructive half-life of hundreds and thousands of solar years. He gave a big sigh. It might be a long hard search for a landing area.

He switched to high power. In a blink the edge of the bay was laid out for him, hilly terrain in which were embedded the schematic bones of what had once been a major city. He saw the vestiges of an urban grid following the contours of the local hills. Lines of ruined buildings were overrun by low-growth vegetation. In a gully he spotted one grouping that had been relatively spared, with only the roofs blown off. He switched to natural colour. At the side of a road he sighted what could only have been a land vehicle lying overturned. Through the large openings along its side he caught sight of something within. He zoomed to maximum magnification and saw a jumble of white, rod-like objects entangled with pieces of twisted metal. Scanning one pile he came face to face with the grimace of a severed skull. The gaze of its vacant eye-sockets was riveted on him.

He recoiled and deleted the scene. Time was running out. He hastily returned to the medium-power projection of the original coastline. A choice had to be made quickly. 

Scanning furiously, he identified a few green splotches on isolated islands. Vegetation was sparse, seeming to consist of grasses, scrub and small trees. Would there be any place he could grow food on or hunt for it? He also noticed that they all lay in quite remote mountainous areas. Virtually nothing suitable lay on the coast, which would be the easiest terrain for landing. Sweat begin to form on his forehead. 

The even tones of ship's computer interrupted his concentration.

“ADVISORY:  RECEIVING ANOMALOUS LOW-POWER ALL-WAVE RADIO TRANSMISSION. CODED PULSES BUT IRREGULAR SEQUENCING.”

There was a surge of energy in his chest.

“Wha-?! Lock on and track it! Is it in this quadrant? Correlate with telemetry and put it on audio!”

The words tumbled out in a feverish rush. A message?

“SIGNAL SOURCE LOCATED ONE SIX DEGREES NORTH OF PRESENT HEADING .  RADAR ISOLATES POSSIBLE ORIGIN GROUP OF THREE ISLANDS. APPROXIMATE BEARING ESTABLISHED BUT UNABLE TO PRODUCE EXACT POINT DUE TO IONOSPHERIC DISTURBANCES.”

In a moment, the ICM was flooded with a cacophony of squeaks, howls and whistles through which VLAS distinguished a series of pulses. Tantalizingly, they faded in and out from behind the dominant background of atmospheric noise. There was somebody down there! Had the ship been detected and were they attempting contact?

He played with the filters. A terrible thought stabbed at him: were the signals really live or did they come from an automatic relay station whose operators had long since died? Possibly. A random act of nature playing against a live circuit? Doubtful. It couldn’t be lightning – there was a rudimentary pattern. 

The pulses started to come in more clearly and he began to fine-tune the signal. He ordered up graphic display and activated both noise reduction and cryptographic circuits. His hand hovered over the screen that gave the visual representation of the stream of sounds while he studied the characteristics of each separate noise component. Each time he could clearly correlate one by its shape on the display, his finger would tap the screen and silence it. Soon he was left with a nearly clean signal. He listened to the wavering but regular beats with passionate, fixed concentration till it seemed it was his own body that was producing them.

From the outset it was clear that they were an incredibly poor effort produced by some primitive spark-gap relay being switched on and off, not a professional job, definitely manually activated and, therefore, probably live! His excitement grew and he scanned the cryptograph screen for analysis, though he suspected it would be of little use. The pulses were probably in clear local language and, therefore, without a key, they would be completely incomprehensible. The cryptocomp confirmed his doubts. 

NO SEMANTIC ANALYSIS POSSIBLE AT THIS TIME. 

He wondered if this was an effort to communicate locally. The brief bursts were followed by long pauses that could possibly have been time for responses but there was no hint of another signal. Somehow the crudity of the whole effort made him think of a novice who was just playing or experimenting with his equipment, trying this and that and not really sure of what he was doing. The quality of the sound began to change perceptibly from a low-pitched buzz to a higher, more sustained chirp − and getting stronger.

All the same, could this actually be an attempt to communicate with the scout ship? He doubted it. Nor would there be any security threat from what had to be very primitive technology. So, there was life down there! He switched on the ship’s transponder. It would send a coded pulse, for what it was worth.

He couldn’t chance allocating more time to reconnaissance. This was the only sign of a higher life-form on this silent planet. Even if there were others, he had no time or Q - Drive power to waste.

“NAVCOMP, correlate all telemetry with radio source as we home in on the signal,. Commence course change and maximal orbit reduction for touchdown at that site.”

“AFFERMATIVE .  APPLYING ALL INPUTS.”

A pulsing yellow line appeared on the Holocube starting from the winking blue light that was the scoutship's ground point and moving ahead of it on a sixteen-degree angle to local north. Starting as a fine line it widened perceptibly and faded as it passed over the darkened island archipelagos visible on radar. The accuracy of triangulation would increase the closer they approached the source. As long as it continued transmitting! VLAS watched as the coordinates of ship's advancing ground point, the changing angle of the yellow beam and the unrolling panorama of the globe itself interacted in a dance of light and dark.

He went to full re-entry status and the top half of the ICM came arcing down over him. Was the course change going to work this time? He held his breath. Q - Drive activated successfully with no conveyed motion – only telemetry to confirm execution. He let out a long breath. 

He monitored the mystery signal. It strengthened temporarily but he worried whether he would have it long enough before the sender got tired or bored with his efforts. He silently begged him not to stop until he had his location firmly tracked.

He suddenly remembered.

“Is the landing bay secure for evacuation?”

“AFFIRMATIVE. EVACUATION  PROGRAMMED AND READY. MONITORING RE-ENTRY SYSTEMS. DAMAGE SITUATION UNSTABLE AT THIS TIME BUT EMERGENCY CONTINGENCIES PROGRAMMED.” 

Taking a deep breath, he glanced at the airlock panel. The orange standby light was blinking. Propulsion systems were also displaying orange, for problems in the Q - Drive generators. There was nothing he could do about anything at this point. It was going to be a question of NAVCOMP's skill in handling the ship on the way down and how much punishment its damaged systems could take. Also, brute luck.

The whine of Q – Drive changed to a higher pitch. The ship was now following a course toward the approximate source of the transmission. The strength of the signal and its accurate tracking was steadily increasing in spite of frequent pauses. During each he heard the pounding of his heart in his ears and sensed the increasing dryness in his mouth. Each time the beats started up the radar beam shrank perceptibly as accuracy improved.

The data on the landmasses ahead of them was far from encouraging. The islands highlighted in bright colours with superimposed contour lines were still showing levels of contamination. But there were green patches!

Again, there was a break in the transmission and a long pause. VLAS clenched his teeth. 

“Come on! Come on! Just a little more!”

The yellow line indicating the approximate bearing stopped shrinking. His fist started pounding the top of the command console in front of his chest. With his other hand he switched off the filters. If the sender was intending to end the transmission he might be fussing with his equipment, possibly producing spurious secondary signals that could still be useful homing targets. After the longest pause yet, there was a succession of loud clicks. The yellow beam shrank an iota more. VLAS waited, staring at it, his head bobbing in time with his yearning to have the final data. But in the empty feeling in his chest he knew he wouldn't get it.

0:09

“Disse strip your living skin! All I needed was a few more seconds!”

VLAS's fist crashed onto the console popping out the dial from a gauge. 

He took deep breaths. He was letting himself get carried away at a time when he needed all his concentration and cool. He would just have to rely on the accuracy of the existing fix. From this distance the outlines and shapes of the group of three islands arranged in an arc had the contours of lumps of clay. 

“The terrain looks very bad, NAVCOMP. We’ll have to wait until we're in better range. Keep scanning those islands at max sensitivity.”

“AFFIRMATIVE.  TARGET TOPOGRAPHY PRESENTS DISCONTINUITIES.  SCANNING FOR  POSSIBLE SITE.”

He was hardly reassured.

“Right. I hope we won't land inside a volcano.”
“NAVCOMP PROGRAMMING INCOMPATIBLE WITH MENTIONED OPTION, COMMANDER.”

“Of course, of course. Carry on.”

He had no choice but to follow NAVCOMP's directives. Never before was he so aware of his dependency on his inanimate companion. Ever since the Ch'rtaghi attack, NAVCOMP, not he, was the de facto captain. The thought rankled. 

The amber light on the problem panel showed mains power trouble.

“How serious is the Q - Field leak?”

“LEAK UNCONTAINABLE.  Q – FIELD POWER MALFUNCTION PROBABILITY FACTOR POINT NINE SEVEN.  TRANSFER TO EMERGENCY RESERVE IMMINENT.”

The data sharpened his senses. As long as they could get to dry land! There was nothing he could do at this point. His eyes strained at the monitors.
“ADVISORY ONE: DETECTING UNIDENTIFIED ARTIFACT IN POLAR ORBIT.  ADVISORY TWO: AIRLOCK  EVACUATION STANDING BY.”  
His pulse quickened. A satellite? Someone coming up to meet − or challenge them? 
“Stand by evacuation until I can check it out! Maintain scanning. Show on the Cube.”

The swath of darkened sea and cloud in the Holocube zoomed to highlight an object silhouetted against the cloud cover. Only it wasn't a single object but a cluster of twisted pieces of metal connected by cables and slowly rotating around each other in a ghost-like dance. Probably the remains of whatever surveillance and ordnance systems were involved in the final conflict. How much was there left on the ground, he wondered. Would there be anything salvageable? 

“All right, that's enough. I don't see any threat or danger of collision. Is there anything in lower orbit that obstructs our flight path?”

“NEGATIVE.  DESCENT PATH ALL CLEAR.”

He took a deep breath. “Commence airlock evacuation. Open outer door, deactivate the gravitic field in airlock chamber and allow expulsion. Cut mid-ship sensors.”
He felt no need to witness the explosive decompression of two bodies as they tumbled out into space.

There was a slight vibration in the hull. Air was rushing out taking the two dead men with it. What was left of their bodies was entering the outer atmosphere of the planet that they had arrived at together, but only he was alive to appreciate. He wondered what their reaction would have been, or rather, what they would have allowed themselves to show. No doubt greed and scorn: “A new world to conquer for the New Order!” dismissing the signs of its ravaging as a failure of the leadership to enforce its control. Would he too have joined with them? To some extent. Now he saw things a little differently.  

“Secure outer hatch, reinstate gravity control and re-pressurize.” 

His voice had a trace of hoarseness. His ex-comrades would get a fitting funeral. They would hit the atmosphere with the speed of the descending ship and be cremated, creasing the night sky like meteors. 

Or like beacons – an unexpected gift? But would anyone on the ground, especially whoever was behind that mysterious signal, notice them? What was its purpose in the first place?

“ENTERING INNER ATMOSPHERE. ORIGIN OF SIGNAL SOURCE WITHIN VISUAL RANGE.  PROCESSING LOCATION FOR TOUCHDOWN. REFERENCE MARKER KX49.  REDUCING VELOCITY.”
The whine of Q – Drive continued as the ship shielded in its gravitic capsule entered the lower atmosphere of the planet.

He returned to the question of his own arrival. The Cube brought up for him enlarged images with biodata of the archipelago that interested him. In front of him loomed the Holocube image of the three islands with the central island being highlighted as the source of the primitive radio signal.

At maximum resolution, they were completely dark with none of the usual signs of civilization, except that the central island showed high temperature fluctuations in its interior. The thought that they might be due to active volcanoes sent a chill down his spine. Yet, luckily, it alone seemed to have the most vegetation of the three on a narrow area along the eastern coast. 

“"NAVCOMP, the central island has also the best bio-parameters and there have to be some suitable landing areas near the shoreline. Concentrate telemetry on the eastern coast. As well, activate strobe as a visual aid for any local population.”

“AFFIRMATIVE.  IMPLEMENTING ALL INPUTS.”

He watched the display outlining the ship's entry profile. Altitude: two hundred and fifty; distance to target: five hundred; their speed steadily falling: eighteen thousand, seventeen thousand, sixteen . . . 
“ENTRY SUCCESSFUL.” 

“Well done NAVCOMP. What's your biometric report?”

“ATMOSPHERIC SAMPLING AND ELEMENTARY BACTERIOLOGICAL AND BIOCHEMICAL ANALYSIS IN PROGRESS.  RADIATION AT DESIGNATED LAND TARGET IN NORMAL RANGE. TOPOGRAPHIC SCANNING PROCEEDING NOMINALLY.  VISUAL SCANNING HAMPERED BY DARKNESS AND SPORADIC MIST. ADVISORY ONE:  EVIDENCE OF LARGE PARABOLIC ARRAY AT LOW ELEVATION.  ADVISORY TWO: MAIN Q -FIELD POWER STATUS APPROACHING CRITICAL.  HIGH PROBABILITY FAILURE AND TRANSFER TO EMERGENCY RESERVE.”

His heart skipped a beat. There was a lot that wasn't proceeding in a way he would consider ‘nominally’. But at least they would be over land, not ocean.

“Shut down all secondary service units! Concentrate telemetry on the area around that array.”

“AFFIRMATIVE.  IMPLEMENTING ENERGY ECONOMIES.  PREPARING LANDING SEQUENCES.”

He brought his attention to the central island they were fast approaching.

It was an extremely rugged place, approximately one hundred thirty Veenaga leagues long by fifty wide with a central plateau not elevated enough to be snowbound. One peak was especially prominent and its shape and the infra-red scan identified it as a caldera with minor venting. So were four other lower ones, forming a circular grouping around the island’s plateau perimeter. There was a minimal coastal plain and in western areas the heights dropped down to the sea in stiff ranks. Site selection would have to be ‘target of opportunity’ along the east coast.

“SCANNING POSSIBLE LANDING SITES.  ADVISORY: MAIN Q – FIELD POWER STATUS CRITICAL.  TRANSITION TO EMERGENCY  RESERVE IMMINENT.”

The ship dropped lower and lower. Altitude: one hundred; distance to target: one hundred fifty; velocity: three thousand. He glanced at one radar display of the island and saw NAVCOMP highlighting a variety of contoured areas on the coast as it examined the terrain.

Suddenly, hoots flooded the inside of the module and the lights dimmed. A flashing red light indicated emergency power status. STARSCOUT’s attitude remained stable but their angle of approach had become steeper.

“ADVISORY: MAIN Q - FIELD POWER FAILURE.  ENGAGING THREE-MINUTE EMERGENCY RESERVE.  MODIFYING DESCENT TRAJECTORY.  SITE SELECTION PROCEEDING NOMINALLY.”

His chest tightened. His face and body suddenly felt very cold and sweat broke out on his forehead. These would be the longest three minutes of his life. Working the console, his fingers left damp traces. He muted the horn and stared at the island coming up rapidly towards them. His eyes bored into the coloured shape of the island, gauging every softening curve of its contour lines as he searched for signs of a level area large enough to land on.

There was a lot of fog and mist at higher levels along the central plateau. Infrared showed the extensive presence of water at high temperatures along the flanks and near the summits and also along regular horizontal features paralleling the upper contour lines. He caught sight of the large curved surfaces of the parabolic array lying in the north-east quadrant. Was it part of the communication system whose signal he had captured so briefly? 

His excitement grew as he considered the possibility. Should he try to make contact himself? No need. The ship's radio transponder was engaged and broadcasting their call signal on a variety of frequencies standard on Veenaga. He didn't expect a response but the message would be repeated automatically and might facilitate being located by rescuers – if there were any. The ship’s strobe gave it an extra margin of visibility – if only there were eyes on the ground to see it. 

Altitude: seventy-five; velocity: two thousand. The whine of Q – Drive penetrated the ICM making it harder to concentrate. 

“NAVCOMP, do you see anything at all reasonable?”

“SITE SELECTION PROCEEDING NOMINALLY.  ALTITUDE FIVE ZERO.  VELOCITY THREE HUNDRED.  ASSUMING VERTICAL MODE FOR FINAL DESCENT.  EMERGENCY RESERVE TWO POINT  THREE MINUTES.”

“Do you see anything now?”

“SITE SELECTION PROCEE . . .” 

This was too much.  
“Just take the first even marginal site! There’s no time to lose.”

The coastal plain wasn`t that wide and a site needed to be decided on immediately. NAVCOMP's search beam was examining every fold and easing of the contours but rejecting them. With a jab of his left hand he brought up at max magnification the coastal area they would soon be intersecting. He saw irregularly shaped hills, gorges and rocky outcrops interspersed with lush vegetation. There was nothing high and level enough to land on that would enable them to conserve power.

They had to find their touchdown in the narrow slice of coastal land. He mixed the infrared and radar and again scanned the images for a hopeful break in the landscape. If the signal had come from here, where were the people living? 

“NAVCOMP, what’s the telemetry for touchdown at that large array?”

The array came up on the Cube and the yellow beam of NAVCOMP's probe played over the area examining it in detail. It was in the north-east quadrant of the island and would be their first chance. There had to be some clear area around it!

He magnified the real-time image of the array site. It lay in a valley in the foothills spread over an area the size of a major stadium which it resembled. The parabola was not intact but a twisted curve of beams and mesh. With the constant radar updating changing its contours and perspective, it seemed to be flowing with a life of its own. He searched for signs of buildings or any kind of vacant space nearby, but everything was overgrown with trees, some of which were protruding through the main structure. There had to have been access roads, buildings, possibly even storage areas for ground and air transport. Had they all been destroyed or swallowed up by the jungle. He thought bitterly of all that terrain dedicated to advanced technical achievement and yet not offering even a tiny haven after their incredible trip through the universe.

The voice of NAVCOMP startled him.

“SITE SELECTION OF ARRAY INSTALLATION INADVISABLE.  TWO POINT ONE FIVE MINUTES POWER RESERVE REMAINING.”

“Cancel array site! Target any other site no matter what!”

It was not looking good.

He stared at the coast coming up quickly. Irregular cliffs topped with bare rocks and then forest. Were there just primitive jungle tribes here? Had he made some serious mistake tracing the radio message?

“NOW INTERSECTING COASTAL INTERFACE.”

The peaks wreathed in pale mist at the highest levels rose up from the dark sea. Cliffs and a thin line of white surf along the coastline started to define a tangible edge to what had been an amorphous shape. In the blink of an eye a comb-like series of swells broke at the foot of the cliffs and disappeared. The ship flashed onto the land. 

They were now flying below the altitude of the plateau and calderas in the interior. Below them dense forest and rock formations thrust straight up from the intermittent mist as insistently as if they had been placed there deliberately to discourage any approach from the air.

“ADVISORY: OVERFLYING LINEAR ARTIFACT COORDINATES PR 34 − 48.  ONE POINT FIVE MINUTES RESERVE POWER REMAINING.”

What was it this time? Freezing the image, he made out the outline of an elongated structure lurking beneath the leafy mass of forest. Metal pylons supported a continuous thin platform that threaded its way through the heavy vegetation. He needed only a glance. A transport system of some kind. This had been a populated area at some time. There must be somebody there now. If only they could make it down.

They were slowing appreciably and dropping lower. The terrain was beginning to assume recognizable detail. Altitude: forty; velocity: three twenty-five.

A loud pinging filled the interior of the capsule. His chest tightened in a quick involuntary breath and he pulled himself up higher on the couch. An area south of the array was being highlighted in flashing concentric rings. 

“ADVISORY: MARGINALLY SUITABLE LEVEL FORMATION COORDINATES UR-28. ONE MINUTE RESERVE POWER  REMAINING.”

He saw it now, a boulder strewn area above a gully that dropped off precipitously into what appeared to be tangled undergrowth and a rocky riverbed. This was their only chance. 

“Take it, NAVCOMP!”

His heart pounded in his ears. He looked at the screen showing the site with a cross-hair centered over it and numbers scrolling velocity, altitude, and remaining power reserve. He began his agonizing personal countdown, pitting his strength against the inevitable moment when everything would be decided.

The rock-strewn terrain approached rapidly. They were losing speed and altitude quickly. The whine of Q - Drive grew louder in his ears and red lights were flashing.

“ON TARGET. INITIATING VERTICAL CONVERSION  ADVISORY: INSUFFICIENT POWER FOR PROPOSED TOUCHDOWN  EMERGENCY SYSTEMS STATUS RED.”

VLAS watched the digits on the screens scrolling their way down to zero. He wanted to take his eyes off the displays for a moment to quell the twisting in his gut but forced them to keep monitoring. 

He could barely hear NAVCOMP's voice.

“VERTICAL CONVERSION COMPLETE.  DISTANCE TO GROUND TWO TWO ZERO.”

His ears and gut registered on their own every iota of the ship's descent toward the surface. The numbers tumbled downward. 

“NAVCOMP! Secure ship for crash landing! Send up red locator flares now! Cut all circuits on impact!”

“ACKNOWLEDGED.  SECURING ALL SYSTEMS STANDARD PROCEDURE.”

He watched the numbers tick away the last precious moments of braking. Vertical distance to ground: two ten, two five, two zero; time: eight, seven, six . . . He wasn't going to make it! All for nothing: the mission, Veenaga, hyperspace, light speed, a planet out of nowhere, a radio signal − all in vain! 

Yet he wouldn't believe the braking would stop. With every cell in his body he willed the whine in his ears to continue. He strained against the pads he knew were faulty. 

And it did seem to last and last. Each moment that passed was the longest and fullest of his life and everything was possible. His eyes staring at the monitor had become fused with the messages on the screen. Every neuron in his brain commanded the unrolling digits to stretch out the time they were throwing away so recklessly.

With a click the ICM and Command Deck were plunged into darkness and utter silence but his eyes remained staring down at the console. The ship lurched into freefall and the void in his belly rose up and choked his throat. 

Impact with the terrain brought a cacophony of rending metal. The ICM upended, his body tore loose from the restraining belts, slammed again and again against the console and he lost consciousness.
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Angry death heads flitted through the nocturnal delirium drawn to the brightness that was consuming him. Mask-like parodies of human faces leered at him. At unexpected intervals their twisted bodies loomed up in jumbled clusters of the dead and the living and stitched themselves into his nightmare. The stench was unbearable. They advanced unrelenting, prodding his body.

His eyes jerked open. He was bathed in sweat. Those faces again. They had been doing something to him. 
He was alive!

His mind exploded with wonder.

He struggled for lucidity but was forced to give way to the pain. His body was now his whole universe, but every breath had to be bought with shallow measured gasps. 

All around was darkness but it was alive with wavering points of light, a steady monotonous buzz of voices and pungent smells. His eyes made an effort to focus. Misshapen forms loomed in front of him moving from side to side in tune with his laboured breathing. 

He tried to take in a little more. He was on a barely discernible oblong shape. He could feel cloth contacting the bare skin of parts of his arms and feet. It was a bed. But there were weights attached everywhere pinning him down. Under them his flesh ached and burned. 

But it did belong to him! The shock of relief provoked an onset of spasms. He gritted his teeth and breathed with the tremors to make it go away. As it subsided, what a blessing to just sink back and drift into the cloud of numbness, 

He regained consciousness with a start. Beneath his closed eyelids he sensed the faint pressure of light. There were distant voices. His need to know overcame the throbbing in his body. His eyes opened in the semi-darkness to face the strangeness around him. 

But it was only a large room that smelled old and musty. He was alone. His eyes swivelled to take in everything they could. His bed was in the centre. In the half-light he could make out a patched ceiling and crooked paneled walls. To his left, a doorway on its warped frame led to where the voices seemed to be coming from. There was the hint of a yellow glow beyond it but some of the overall light came from the right too. Cloth material covered a set of large doors that seemed to connect with the outside world.

Would he be able to escape? 
But he was hardly in a condition to move. Glancing down he saw massive bulges over major parts of his torso and limbs that must be rudimentary casts. They tallied with the distribution of the burning that was gnawing at him.

He strained to catch and identify the sounds he was hearing beyond the open doorway: muffled monotones, rising and falling in volume but too indistinct to make out. Still, they seemed to be of human origin. 

There could be only one conclusion: he had survived and was being taken care of! He had no recollection of anything after that paralyzing moment when he and the ship dropped like dead weight to the ground. But the crash-landing had been successful after all and he had been rescued! By what and by who?  

A sigh of relief tried to free itself up from his chest like a caged animal but instead produced a stitch of pain. The emotion had a life of its own, however, and his eyes began to blink rapidly as the only response fully available to him. Even so, it was satisfying; now he could rest. The darkness was a shelter. 

Unexpectedly, he became aware of a sensation of warmth rising up gently under his ribcage and spreading outwards like an advancing tide. He wanted to resist it, surprised by its novelty and afraid there would be a price to pay. It welled up on its own like a soothing voice and seemed content to merely exist in his space and be acknowledged. Responding, his eyes slowly closed and as he drifted off, he heard higher pitched sounds that were somehow comforting, too.

His sleep was fitful and feverish, tortured by itching skin and the frustrated need to change position. Grotesque visions, half-wakeful, half-demented, moved in and out of his field of vision. 

They were coming at him again! Misshapen bodies and heads standing in front of him or moving around his bed holding lighted tapers and smoking wands, touching, prodding and pointing at him. Their faces were masks whose features melted hideously in the flickering light. He opened and closed his eyes in terror, unaware if he was awake or having nightmares again. They stared at him, then turned, bobbed to each other and mumbled incoherently. 

He had been horribly wrong! The Ch'rtaghi! He had to escape! 

With insane energy his body rose, casts, pain and all, up from its prone position, over the edge of the bed and collapsed to the floor.

Wakefulness rose up like an offering from the unknown. He sensed the pressure of full daylight waiting just beyond his eyelids. A prickling of his forehead warned him that he was not alone.

The events of the night came back to him in a panic. The Ch'rtaghi! He had tried to escape from his bed and failed. He was still on the bed, their prisoner. He didn't dare open his eyes. He had to let them think he was still passed out and not make the slightest movement. What was he going to do? He needed to think of something.

His awareness suddenly focused. What had happened to the pain? He had automatically braced himself against its jagged peaks only to feel them now worn down to a dull plateau. The discovery unnerved him. How was that possible? Was he being drugged? Why? Were they getting ready to do foul things to him? He was an enemy, the last of a conquered race. Was he going to be paraded as a specimen, perhaps subjected to experimentation or torture? The edge of the pain rose in his chest and his breathing became troubled. 

It was an endless loop. To his surprise he found it easy to push aside the panic that wanted to continue exploring all the possibilities. The strong new signals from his body were proving to be a far better guide. 

The sharpness of his senses gave the lie to any drugs. There was no sign of anything advanced in the room. It actually seemed primitively human and decrepit, completely in keeping with the information from the probes and the ‘radio message’ he had tracked. Then too, whoever it was, ‘they’ seemed to be looking after him to the best of their limited ability. He lay more easily now, feeling his tension subside slowly and his breathing almost without discomfort. The light against his eyes lost its hostile tone. 
He heard a movement in the room near the foot of his bed. A rustling of cloth and a creaking. He braced himself again and took a deeper breath. Very gradually, he raised his eyelids and made out the shape and features of the coverlet over him: brown and coarse, obviously hand-made.

Another sound of movement in front of him. His skin prickled. His eyes opened fully. He gave an involuntary gasp. There it was. One of the monsters from his nightmares was sitting at the foot of his bed. 

He stared at a squat humanoid form with a grotesquely large, misshapen head. The body had a chest that could have been a woman’s. The bald skull was covered with mottled brown and blue skin. The head bent over some task with its hands then swivelled and turned to him. Their eyes met. Vlas clamped down painfully on his breath. The whites of the deep-set eyes gave the face a corpse-like expression. There was a cavity with two tiny holes where the nose should have been. The mouth was a pink bulb. It opened wide and began to make sounds as the apparition slowly got up.

His body began to tremble in spite of its heaviness. As the figure shuffled haltingly to his side, Vlas stared, eyes glazed with horror. 

These were the dead – his dead! − come back to life to haunt him! 

A series of sounds from that ‘mouth’ seemed addressed to him but it only increased his terror. The expressionless face advanced. A dangling arm reached out and touched his shoulder. A gag of incoherent sound ripped out of his throat and his eyes rolled inward . . .

He was on Veenaga. He had been sent in command of a detachment of security troops on a live training mission into a seemingly deserted mountain area in the last primal forest. There had been reports of a community of defectives trying to make a last stand against the iron hand of the New Order's eugenic laws. His squad had found their ramshackle settlement, wooden huts with a rudimentary palisade. Outnumbered and outgunned they put up a puny fight with pathetic firearms. They were torched in their shelters and forced to run into the open where they were picked off one by one. His troops wiped them out to the last sickly man, woman and child. He walked through the smoke-filled area with sidearm drawn, terminating bodies that were still twitching as their carcasses were thrown into heaps and incinerated.

Now those same bodies sprang up from the flames, faces and flesh still spouting fire. Blackened dismembered limbs became fused together and lurched toward him. Their mouths gave out an inarticulate groan. He tried to run away but was enmeshed in a web of hands holding him fast. Their bodies pressed tighter and tighter against him. 

He awoke in the dark with a panicky jerk. There were muted sounds around him but they meant nothing compared to the relief he felt at his escape from the nightmarish vision from his past.

He had just been following orders like the rest of them! What choice did he have? 
What was the point now anyhow? That segment of his life was worlds away. He’d paid the price of admission for some peace. 

Those other nightmares? Maybe they were reality. That creature sitting on his bed certainly wasn’t a hallucination. His broken bones were no illusion. 

Couldn’t be the Ch’rtaghi either – nothing matched. 

Mutants! Of course! The war – the radioactivity. They had to be the survivors – or their descendants. That was a woman, one of their medtechs. He was in some kind of hospital.

His breathing eased and he held the new data in his mind like a talisman, savouring the relief it brought him. But it was only fragmentary. With it came the realization that he was at the mercy of an enclave of defectives. Trying to swallow produced a spasm in his throat. 

He heard fragments of voices. His eyes opened in the darkness. A faint blue glow was coming from the left but there was a sharp point of light directly ahead of him. He was suddenly wide awake. 

Someone was standing at the foot of the bed holding a lamp with a tiny flame. A face emerged out of the dark. The medtech. The quivering flame gave only a bit of light and from below, gave her disfigured face a ghastly semblance of life. She was bobbing and chanting something to herself. 

Abruptly she moved and came up to the left side of the bed and placed a hand on the heavy cast on his shoulder. Within his shell his body recoiled. 

“Wha’ are y’ do . . .?!” 

“*** Solanama . . . *** Lamoatem . . .” she intoned with harsh inhalations among the apparent words. 

His ears buzzed. She was giving voice to sounds he had never heard before.

Her nodding and bobbing deepened. She stopped and her stubby lips mouthed other sounds while her arms waved the lamp over the casts on his right shoulder. Her hands lingered on one area then repeated over the next. 

“*** Lamoatem . . . *** Solanamo . . .”

“What the Disse are you doing?! Answer me!”

Was she changing her role from ‘medtech’ to something else? 

“*** Lamoasha . . .”

She continued on, not looking at him.

It had become a ritual: the circling light on left and right shoulder, chest, hips and legs, over and over again. Her voice tapered off till it was inaudible. 

Another wavering flame appeared in the darkness and floated into the room. Over it a short figure with a misshapen bald head, peeling skin, irregularly placed eyes, nose and mouth advanced. It took up a position on the other side of the bed and started the same routine as the female, chanting and waving its lamp over his injuries in a series of intricate gestures that never interfered with hers. 

Vlas smelled something new. The smoke from the lamps was filling the air around him. It was sour and unpleasant, sharper than anything he had ever smelled before. It had an insidious, penetrating quality that he tried to shake off but it grew. He began to feel light-headed.

Then another lamp appeared, but he couldn't make out the form behind it. 

“*** Senam ashakeros em . . .” the voices and bizarre inhaled sounds they were producing droned on.

The flame advanced in a slow rolling motion and stationed itself beside the female but closer to Vlas's head. In the glimmer of light, he saw red eyes set in a triangle of pale spotted skin, flaring nostrils and a harelip mouth. Its alto voice slid into the litany without missing a beat. Vlas stared in a kind of fascination at the separated upper lips producing their humming sounds, each side vibrating independently. 

The hairs on bare parts of his chest and legs prickled. The waving hands and lamps lingered longer and longer over particular areas of his body. The newcomer made circles around his head and shoulders, while the ‘nurse’ and her companion opposite concentrated on the chest and leg areas, swooping over them like fireflies. From time to time, at no apparent signal, their hands simultaneously widened their arcs and performed their pirouettes over his entire body. 

The unsavoury odour grew more intense and penetrating. He was finding it difficult to focus on the individual flames. He felt a ripple of concern at the possibility that the lamps could collide and spill burning oil on his body, but he realized the idea was just hypothetical, empty speculation. Their dexterity was faultless, captivating . . .

Why should he worry? He was now able to absorb the whole picture of the play of faces, hands and flames easily. It was so beautiful!

“*** Ashakatot . . .” the multi-layered chorus repeated.

The anomalous inhaled sounds and words took on a new prominence. The odour had lost its unpleasant edge.

His concerns stretched themselves out lazily for him and very soon he was able to contemplate them in their fullness. They were very legitimate concerns, he knew. And he was sure their solutions − when they came − would be very interesting.

In his peripheral vision he happened to notice two other flames and voices had joined the group and he agreed that they formed a welcome addition. The five sets of hands were performing a marvellous aerial ballet for him. Its beauty-meaning was becoming clearer-clearer as were the accompanying encouragements. These were now being addressed to the individual parts of his-body by the waving fingers. He knew his-body appreciated them and would do its best to respond. They were all one now – his-body and his-friends joined in spirit − and he reached his arms out to them in comradeship and affection . . . 
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Yellow light was filtering from tall doors on his left through dry reed-like curtains that billowed out and rustled in the light breeze. The room was filled with the smell of strange but not unpleasant outdoor life. His slowly focusing eyes made out the contours of vegetation beyond the doors and a terrace.

He remembered something and sniffed the air carefully, trying to retrieve the sharp odours produced earlier that lingered in his mind. He turned his head against the cloth of the headrest and caught a reminder of the smoke trapped in the fibres.

Beginning to recall the details, he suddenly realized what he had just done. His head had turned smoothly and effortlessly. The pain in his neck and shoulder was gone! 
He glanced down at his body. The bulky casts were gone. The sheet over his limbs looked as smooth as if a sponge had passed over it wiping away all traces of dysfunction. Clear pangs of honest hunger and a need to relieve himself were welcoming messengers of normality.

He rotated his left shoulder carefully, not wishing to press his luck. He discovered to his delight that turning came easily and painlessly − up to a certain point − beyond which there was a barrier of some kind which he decided not to probe yet. He paused, marvelling. 

It wasn't pain-killers. His mind was altogether too clear and he felt no residual numbness anywhere. He tried turning his right and left legs and hips. He could twist them from side to side and up and down as well, making the material beneath him rustle. His feet too were able to move in arcs under the covers. For the first time, he could feel and enjoy the sensation of his toes rubbing against the cloth. 

Arms and chest seemed to be in fine shape too. He took a deep breath. His chest felt a little tight and he held himself ready for the spasms of before; but the air flowed in easily and pulled his lungs right up to their limit.

He smiled to himself, pleased with the results of his reconnaissance. His body felt remarkably renewed. But how . . .? His mind churned over possible causes and consequences of his rapid convalescence. 

Was there something they were giving him? The air itself or . . . the radiation! Maybe he was mutating, becoming like them! 

His heart skipped a beat. He thought furiously, groping for an alternative answer.

He remembered mutations were non-beneficial and produced abnormalities − growths, deformities, like theirs. Did he still look all right?

He carefully drew off the covers with his right arm and glanced down at his body. It was now patched with small individual dressings and appeared normal. But how could he be sure he wasn’t being secretly turned into a freak too? He twisted slowly to one side of the bed and turned his head around, noticing a full-length mirror on a door across the room. The shaggy gaunt face that stared back at him appeared unblemished. 

His head sank back and he stared upwards. 

The fine edge of his logic was getting blunt. Another hypothesis loomed. More details of the previous night returned to him. 

Utter barbarism! Mumbo-jumbo! How could a bunch of mutant freaks chanting and waving their stinking lamps have anything to do with it? He refused . . .

His left pelvis gave a twitch that took his breath away.

What was happening? Was it wearing off?!

He sensed tension rising in his body like a bubble of lava. Was the process so fragile? What if it was reversible?

A vague memory drifted back to him about ancient practices on Veenaga. The matter had come up in an indoctrination seminar on historical aberrations before the advent of the New Order. Something about . . . what was it . . .? Charlatans claiming to be able to influence events at a distance, change people's behaviour, do miraculous tricks? Totally unscientific and unproven, of course. He had no interest in the subject and promptly forgot it. But now? 

He glanced around the room. Were his eyes playing tricks on him or did the world actually look brighter? He shook his head and looked down at his patched body. Without the casts it suddenly looked vulnerable, like a crab broken out of its shell.

The unexpected odour of the previous night came to him with full force. As if on command, his body felt warmth come over it that gave a pull on his full bladder. Another idea jarred loose. 

Some kind of deep-body hypnosis! Drug-induced, of course.

He smiled with satisfaction. A few pieces of the overall puzzle were coming into place.

His musings were interrupted by movements at the doorway. The female creature – apparently his medtech − padded in carrying a woven basket with flowers peeping over the edge. There were sounds right behind her. Vlas looked across the room and saw two heads and torsos dart out from the shadows to protrude twin-layered through the opening. The lowest had the vacant features of a retarded juvenile with a nervous tick that caused its head to swivel uncontrollably from side to side. The second was bald and flush-faced with sharp narrow-set eyes that scanned quickly in Vlas’ direction. They struggled to advance into the room making insistent noises in their throats but became entangled in the frame of the doorway. 

Vlas grunted. Was he becoming some kind of prize exhibit?

The female advanced with a halting step and placed the basket on a little table close to the bed.

He realized that he should rise to the occasion and attempt to communicate. All-in-all it was a happy one. He had something to be grateful for. He raised his right arm and pointed to her.

“What is your name?”

He pointed to himself.

“I am Vlas of Veenaga.”

She paused, looked up and nodded; but the effect on the group at the door was electric. A babble of sounds rose up. He glanced at them with a glare in his eye. 

The pressure in his bladder was growing. He would ask for her help. 

“I need to piss. S-s-s-s”

Another volley of sound from the doorway.

He flung out his left arm and jerked it in their direction. 

“Go away!” he barked.

His voice precipitated another flurry of uncoordinated motion. Heads pivoted around to gape at each other as if caught off guard.

“I said get out of here!”

Their bodies were suddenly propelled into violent motion against each other as if powerful inner springs had been released. They collided against one another with heads, arms and legs that didn't know which direction to take. In a moment there was a tangled ball of bodies writhing on the floor. 

Taken aback, Vlas took note of their features. Young children perhaps twelve or thirteen − and hard to tell who was male or female. Part of him was pleased with the extreme response but it had been totally unproductive. 

They were having trouble getting up. His medtech shuffled towards the doorway and straightened out some limbs. 

The hopelessness of his situation was becoming clearer. He was trapped for the rest of his life in this lair of defective protoplasm. He turned his head away and stared blankly at the wall. 

His head stayed averted while the mess at the doorway sorted itself out. The hubbub subsided as the intruders dispersed. The medtech came back to his bedside. She seemed unaffected by the incident. Looking up, he performed his previous request. 

She seemed to understand and bent down for something under the bed. She pulled out a broad clay pan and showed it to him. He nodded his head. He would try to do it on his own and put his hands down to lift himself up. She reached forward with both arms and almost embraced him under the shoulders. The clammy touch of her body and its resiny smell made him shudder. The top of her robe drooped open exposing the mottled blue and red skin on her chest and long pipe-like breasts.

Her hands were strong, yet remarkably gentle. She also seemed to be able to forestall any over-reaction on his part with firm counter-pressure. His concentration and gritted teeth were only a hindrance as he tried to assert his own idea of which muscles to move. He soon found his strength fading and finally had to accept her complete guidance. At last the job was done and he heard her move away with the basin. The relief he felt was palpable but now indistinguishable from exhaustion.

He gingerly pulled himself down onto the thick mattress and drew the bed cover up over his chest. His freedom of motion was still intact. He tried changing position turning over on his right side away from the door. Eyes open, he lay staring at the wall, feeling only the flush on his face and the emptiness beneath it. He heard the sound of her feet padding away on the hard, smooth floor. He shut his eyes and clenching his teeth willed his body to fall asleep.

But it wouldn't come. He tried moving his head to a different position on the pillow − this way and that − but it seemed the more he willed himself to lose consciousness, the less he was able to achieve it. Time passed and no relief came. He felt pressure behind his eyelids. To relieve it he sat up, opened his eyes and worked his head from side to side. His gaze fell on the mirrored door opposite his bed. There was a discolouration that suggested swirling storm clouds, disembodied shapes.  

Shaking his head, he forced himself to think as coolly as possible about what had happened. He seemed to be the object of an exaggerated interest, at least on the part of some juveniles and they were extraordinarily sensitive to verbal energies. Tone of voice had an important role to play in communication and he would have to learn to modulate his, bide his time, learn as much as possible before − what? Take them over? This rabble?

How did they maintain security, law and order? Did they have a warrior caste? A military force of some kind? Wouldn't they suspect he might be a potential threat to their status quo? How naive could they be?

A sense of relief loosened the clamp on his mood. Even if those youngsters had reduced physical abilities, their heightened sensitivity could still be an organizational opportunity. The energy was there. He could shape them up. He would just have to teach them the basics.

He felt more in control now. Things were actually not that bad. His body felt solid and whole. He was being looked after, healed in a remarkably strange way. There didn’t seem to be any imminent danger. He was probably stronger and more fit than any of them if it ever came to a confrontation. His eyelids grew heavy, flickered against each other briefly and finally closed.

He awoke with his eyes ablaze with bright daylight and someone’s touch on his forehead. The resiny smell in his nostrils told him who it was. He was also receiving another signal: hunger. He opened his eyes part-way, squinting against the stream of brightness. 
Everything in the room was supersaturated with light; it jumped out at him and his head jerked to one side bringing instant wakefulness. He smelled food.

She was standing beside the bed and the table, having apparently just put down a tray with various earthenware containers. She noticed his opened eyes and bobbed what he took to be a greeting with both arms folded, but he avoided looking at her.

The mixture of musty and slightly spicy smells from the little table beside the bed told of completely foreign substances but his nose started to sniff with some interest. What was it? Plant products? Animal flesh? 

He saw a large clay bowl with steaming red mush in it, a dish of flat, wooden-looking tablets and a mug of brown liquid. It looked hardly tantalizing but his stomach gave a contraction. 

He glanced over at the big bowl again. He could make out greenish objects floating in it just below the surface. How was he going to manage?

"Good! I'm hungry," he blurted out, looking at her squarely. He opened and closed his mouth a few times, glancing over at the tray of food.

She caught his meaning and immediately turned toward a stool standing in the corner and pulled it close to the bed. She moved the tray closer. She sat down and reached for the bowl and a shallow clay spoon beside it. 

He kept his eyes straight ahead on the wall opposite and took a deep breath. The first spoonful of brown mush found its way into his mouth. Very carefully he accepted part of the contents, rolling it over on his tongue, sampling the taste and texture. It had an earthy base and an oily feel which followed with a sharp after-taste that rose in his mouth and penetrated his sinuses. He caught himself in time or he would have gagged. He held the mixture in his mouth, trying to decide whether to swallow it or not. The reflex passed quickly, as did the first wave of spiciness. The sample left him with no clear feeling of either revulsion or enjoyment and his stomach had not sent advance notices of rejection.

He’d tasted worse in training camps and on manoeuvres. Reminded him a little of hotpot stew. Needed more salt.

He swallowed and nodded his head. 

A routine of spoon feeding followed. His early queasiness soon changed into normal appetite as the warm gruel entered his stomach. The floating pieces of green matter were actually quite tasty, having the chewy consistency of meat but a root-like flavour. From time to time she interrupted the spooning process offering pieces of the brown tablet. It was a chewy crisp with a satisfying bulkiness and was then washed down with the mug of what he took to be semi-fermented fruit juice. It had an interesting tang. 

Thinking about alcohol brought a pleasant glow of its own. Life here might have its consolations after all. The room around him began taking on more substance. 

He had a vague sense of the woman having changed too. Hers were the outlines that brought food into his body and he had meant to keep them sharp and distant from the body that offered it. But they had established an agreeable rhythm of movement and cooperation with bowl, spoon and mouth. Now, with the meal over, there was something new in the air. The body sitting beside him was taking on the same tangibility as the whole room. He let the challenge of acceptance creep over him but he kept his eyes to himself.

The woman rose and picked up the tray. Without any further words or gestures she shuffled out of the room.
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He awoke. The shadows on the floor had shortened, He was alone. The ache in his temples had disappeared and he was hungry and thirsty again. A sense of vigour permeated his limbs. At this rate he would be walking in a few days, free to explore and make some decisions. He sat up carefully and looked around.

The room gave every appearance of once having been a magnificent residence, worthy of the Ograrchs on Veenaga. Finely patterned wood panels extended around the four walls but many joints had worked themselves loose and protruded over their partners. Two corrugated bands the same colour as the paneling ran around the walls resembling two belts trying unsuccessfully to keep the rebellious panels strapped down. Was it a power source? Above the panels, the remaining sections of wall were covered with faded pictorial fabric with large cracks radiating upwards. The flooring was worn down wooden strips. In the centre of the vaulted ceiling, an elaborate candelabra fitted with miniature globes dangled at an angle.

There was a door to a closet or washroom behind the bed. A full-length mirror on it hung askew, intact but discoloured. On the right, tall doors opened onto a patio. Some of the panes were open, allowing a breeze to billow through the curtain. Tall broad-leafed plants with knobby red and yellow flowers were visible outside growing in large white ceramic tubs. 

The air felt warm and humid and there was a faint sweet odour in the room. The seasons on this watery planet had to be less severe than on Veenaga; this region was near the planet's equator and would be even more temperate. He thought of Veenaga's frigid winters and blazing summers and his head gave an involuntary twitch.

He wondered about the power system, obviously no longer in use, about the kind of equipment they had originally and how much was intact. Whoever sent that radio signal had to have access to it along with technical knowledge from the past. Someone more advanced than the sorry specimens in evidence up to now. He felt cheered up. He was getting some worthwhile input. 

The side-table held dishes of food now cold. He reached over and picked up a bowl of soupy ragout. It was green with unidentifiable lumps floating and submerged. He sniffed and brought one spoonful to his mouth. It was bland without any complexity in spite of the variety of ingredients. Careful chewing produced no surge of revulsion from either palate or stomach. He fished around exploring for possible scraps of meat but found none. 

The thought of meat brought a wave of saliva to his mouth. He had not had real meat since leaving Veenaga. Finishing the first bowl, he picked up another and probed with the spoon. It was the spicy brown mush with red discs folded into it. It had a more welcome tangy flavour of fermented milk but the thought of meat had kindled his appetite and he looked hopefully at the other bowl, but this was cooked vegetables too, brown gelatinous squares and clusters of small white bulbs. No meat. Memories arose of past breakfasts at the officers' commissary at HQ, his favourite dish: grilled chops garnished with mountain herbs. He grimaced at the prospect of a boring diet ahead. 

These creatures were probably vegetarian, too simple and feeble to go out and hunt or even domesticate high-protein providers. They obviously had some form of agriculture. Probably no mechanization or use of metallurgy, just Stone Age. Yet he had received radio code. 

This meal would do until he got better and took a hand in his own nutrition. He sat back and stared out the doors, running through his list of questions, adding and never subtracting. Outside, the tops of trees were swaying, trees that had the shape of gigantic ferns spread out like fans with their apex pointing to the ground. The darker hills beyond were losing their outlines in white mist drifting upslope. It was warming up. He stared out the doors at the peaceful scene and lay back down. His breathing fell into an easy rhythm and he drifted off.

Voices and shuffling sounds at the door woke him. It was his medtech and another individual, a tall, skeletal humanoid with a stringy beard dressed in a flowing red robe. Vlas saw grey watery eyes meeting his as it advanced slowly into the room and stopped near the foot of the bed, observing him from under knuckle-deep eyebrows. One claw-like hand fingered what looked like a two-bodied flute on a white chain around the neck; the other was hooked into a belt around the waist. The head had undefined facial features, as if they had been hastily patched together out of a wad of brown and pink clay and left unfinished. Long grey hair was tied in two knots behind the ears. Vlas had the eerie sensation of having seen this individual before. It could only have been at one of his nocturnal ‘healing sessions’. His body shuddered.

The woman came forward to Vlas's side and looked down at him in the bed. He felt his stomach tighten even more and looked away. She uttered some indistinct sounds. 
He took a long breath in slow doses.

“Yes? Who are you?”

The tall figure’s deep-set eyes opened wider. He turned his body toward the woman and they exchanged unintelligible sounds, nodding and bobbing with the upper part of the body as the flute and chain swung ponderously to and fro between them. This individual seemed to have an air of authority about him. Was he a chief, a "king"? Someone he could relate to?

They seemed excited and pleased. More words were uttered. Vlas waited, impatient to make sense of things.

“Well? I asked you who you are. How long have I been here?”

He knew his words were unintelligible to them, but they gave him a sense of being in control.

The woman came forward holding her arms folded. She uttered two sequences of high-pitched words that sounded very different from each other, the first on her in-breath softly and then, normally, on her out-breath more loudly. She moved her arm to indicate the tall creature.

“********** Verhdum ********** Verhdum”

“Is that his name? Verhdum?”

The woman and the tall figure intoned more alternating inhaled and exhaled word-groups between themselves as they stood there looking at him. Vlas started to feel a little more comfortable, it was a beginning, although their language appeared quite bizarre.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Verhdum. I am Lieutenant 249K-VLAS from the planet Veenaga.”

He was using too many words and needless formality.

“Just Vlas, Vlas from Veenaga.”

“********** Chassvulahsu ********** Vulahsuframvenaka” the tall creature intoned in a throaty voice with the dual alternating sound patterns and keeping steady eye contact. There seemed to be a person behind the watery eyes who wanted to communicate.

The tension was stabilizing.

“Vlas from Veenaga,” Vlas repeated, trying to break the impasse.

The figure did not reply, but slowly started bobbing, his eyes maintaining a close scan of Vlas's face, as though memorizing every feature.

“********** Vulahsuframvenaka  ********** Vulahsuframvenaka” he repeated chant-like, bobbing even harder. He reached for the flute, put it to his mouth and his fingers flew over the holes creating a melody. 

It was becoming a bit eerie and Vlas felt a touch of disorientation.

He heard a commotion outside the door and a loud voice. His medtech standing beside his bed looked up. Suddenly what seemed like a large ball with long arms and short legs burst into the room.

“********** Ari - i - i - i - i” 

Vlas sucked in his breath and clenched his fists. 

The new arrival bounded up to the edge of the bed on the opposite side from the woman and stopped, confronting Vlas with the twitching body of a dwarf, a leering mouth and the sharp odour of sweat − and worse. The head was oversized, covered with long unkempt red hair. Sharply defined eyes, nose and mouth were in constant motion, appearing to carry out an uncoordinated appraisal of Vlas from all angles. Arms that almost reached the floor worked in unison with the rounded torso rocking from side to side on its squat legs.

Vlas shuddered. Did he have a madman now to contend with!?

Each eye was a different colour − black and green − and they were working independently of each other in unsynchronized orbits. As they twisted around, he had the unnerving sensation of never being sure what the object of their attention was, only of their intensity. 

There was a long silence as the two faced each other. The dwarf’s arms reached towards Vlas’s body. Vlas’s hair on the back of his neck started to rise. 
“Who are you?! What do you want?!” He tensed his fists, ready for anything. Why wasn’t he being protected?
His words produced an immediate reaction in the dwarf. Its grin grew even wider and it nodded its head furiously.

“********** Yar-ra-ra!” the dwarf’s mouth was working furiously. Spittle flew out of its mouth and landed on the cover over Vlas’s chest.

“I said what do you want? Who are you?” 

Vlas continued to glare at the gnome-like figure leering at him. His right fist found its way from under the sheet into the open.

The dwarf’s long arm reached out and whipped off the coarse coverlet, exposing Vlas's naked body.

A sputtering choke came out of Vlas's throat but he felt nailed to the bed. Images from the Newteach indoctrination books raced through his mind: prehistoric ceremonies involving offerings of human genitalia to fertility idols. His muscles tensed and he mustered his strength as the crazed dwarf performed its wall-eyed scan of Vlas's body, lingering longest over his central parts.

His medtech at the side of the bed shuffled forward muttering to the grotesquely mobile dwarf. Her hand reached out and grasped the fringe of the cover, returning it to its original position.
“********** Spas . . . ********** Spasi . . . tel!” A word had worked its way through the dwarf’s throat accompanied by more spittle. 

“GET OUT OF HERE OR I'LL KILL YOU!” Vlas's voice roared out and his chest twitched with pain. The dwarf merely cocked its head to one side and broadened its leer. The two eyes now seemed to rove around Vlas more dispassionately, as if satisfied with the results of their earlier inspection. One arm rose and pointed vigorously toward the centre of its chest. Its voice was high-pitched and scraping but conveyed a certain satisfaction and enthusiasm.
“********** Ust . . . dukh! ********** Ust . . . dukh!”

“I DON'T CARE WHO YOU ARE! GET OUT OF HERE!”

He glanced around for a possible weapon, picked up an empty bowl and hurled it at the dwarf’s head which deflected it to hit the wall. The creature seemed even more pleased with itself. It swivelled around and waving its arms bounced away out the door. A stitch in Vlas’s ribs made him wince. Coloured spots danced in the air, he clamped his eyes shut and fell back in exhaustion. 

He became aware of the touch of someone reaching behind his head and trying to raise it. He shuddered and clenched his teeth but the woman’s touch was cool and gentle and in desperation he allowed her to follow through. With her free hand she brought a mug of water to his lips which met it gratefully. 

His temples were pounding. From a distance he heard voices which grew fainter until they were an infinitely tiny point that suddenly wasn't there anymore.

1:04

Thump. Thump. Thump!

The timbre, pitch and rhythm of the attack drum of his Psych-ops squad closing in. He was primed. 

With a surge of adrenalin his eyes opened. 

But it was just his shabby room in what passed for a hospital and he was hearing steps coming his way. He pushed himself up to a sitting position with his fists.

I’ll kill that dwarf if he tries anything again! 
Out of the shaded doorway four figures emerged: Verhdum, the tall gaunt-looking male from yesterday, in a red robe, two females of different ages in long embroidered smocks, then his medtech. The older female was using a wooden staff and was being supported at the elbow by her two companions. The younger one also carried a large flat bag which she first deposited on a bench near the door.

He wouldn’t let his guard down this time. These deviants were capable of anything, although this had the look of a delegation. 

His eyes fastened on the skeletal male with a stringy beard advancing with short mincing steps in spite of his height. Watery black eyes observed him intently, as the day before. One hand fingered the double flute on its chain around the neck; the other a tooled leather belt. The artifacts were fairly impressive. Was he their chief?

Supported on the elbow by her younger companion, the grey-haired heavy-set female moved haltingly forward thrusting her staff ahead of her and leaning on it heavily as it hit the floor. Although stooped over from the waist, she held her head erect as she advanced. Unblinking eyes behind the long straggly hair over her face scanned the space before her as if searching out her target and eventually settled on him. 

Was she totally decrepit? A shiver of foreboding passed through him. 

Although she was supporting the older woman, the younger companion had a slight limp, favouring her right foot. She had a pronounced ovoid but otherwise normal face with tan, pink and blue skin colouring and dark-rimmed eyes. A red band tied down her streaked dark hair done up in an elaborate bun and a polished green stone hung around her neck. Vlas intuited the two items as an attempt at a personal statement. The new arrivals stationed themselves across the foot of his bed in an arc. His medtech advanced to stand at the head of the bed beside him. His muscles tensed. 

Who was in command? 

The tall spindly figure stepped forward, stretched out both arms and bowed. 

“********** Saratneman  ********** Ashasefotdaizheb. . .” 
The stream of low-pitched gibberish was the usual alternation of inhaled and exhaled sounds. Gibberish maybe it was, but it could be an introduction that had been aborted yesterday.

Vlas watched the flute on the heavy chain swing ponderously to and fro against the red cloth. It must confer status. The whole process was unsettling, but in its own way fascinating. How long would it take him to be able to communicate? He would take the initiative now, establish his own authority.

He pointed to himself and his words came out as a growl.
“I’m Lieutenant 249K-VLAS of Veenaga Space Command. Pleased to meet you again, Verhdum. Vlas from Veenaga.”

Verhdum’s eyes opened wider, scanning every movement of Vlas's mouth. He turned his head toward the old female beside him and they exchanged unintelligible phrases. Her eyes never left Vlas’s vicinity but seemed vacant. It was uncanny. Was she actually seeing him at all – or just around him?

The medtech and the tall creature made more noises. The male pointed at him.

“********** Vulahsuframvenaka . . .” Verhdum intoned. The voice had the timbre of a long, blown tube. He then gestured in the medtech’s direction.

“********** Ortsana”

Vlas nodded and would attempt only the second more intelligible sounds, obviously names.

Verhdum turned to the two other females beside him. 

A shallow bow to the younger one.

“********** Kalyna” 

A deep bow to the older one. 

“********** Chermak” 
Then another one. 

*********** Chermakhosopada” 

Vlas nodded, he was catching on. “Ortsana, Verhdum, Kalyna, Chermakhosopada.” Names. Verhdum was probably not the chief, only a subordinate. The more deferential bows to the older woman and her longer name – or title? − were clues. 
While attending to Verhdum, he had become peripherally aware of her presence and the silent, but invasive attention she was paying him. The awareness grew and became increasingly uncomfortable. His head turned to defy and defuse the probing. What his eyes encountered was a pool of contemplation in which he was an infinitely small particle.

Vlas’s head jerked to the female standing beside her. She met his gaze frontally. Her expression was of frank curiosity but with a good measure of the inward-looking quality of her older companion. Her dark eyelids stayed open for long intervals before blinking in rapid succession while her right eye occasionally drifted away from its twin producing a strange but not unpleasant effect on him. She was not an all-seeing ghost like her older companion and possibly not an ordinary degenerate.

He heard soft humming and glanced warily back at the older woman. The bottomless pool in her eyes had coalesced into a mirror-like surface and he thought he saw a flash of light play over it. Had she finally seen him? 

Her head drooped and started to nod from side to side. Her lips were vibrating and the first sounds out of her throat were a string of slurred inhaled syllables that merged with exhaled speech but he was starting to discern individual words. 

“************** Anoimayarke-speelmysl-daizheb”

Their pitch continued to rise. Verhdum and Kalyna reached out to support her elbow but her stance seemed to have acquired unusual strength. She leaned on her staff toward Vlas. The same syllables repeated themselves in reversed breath and her body began to rock back and forth. 

Vlas saw himself the helpless subject of another barbaric ritual. His fists gripped the side of the bed. 

Her wavering voice reached a crescendo and suddenly broke off. The silence lengthened. Her companions turned toward her. Vlas watched in amazement as Chermak’s bent-over body straightened to full stature. She thrust her head high but cocked to one side in the pose of a listener. Her eyes glistened and looked around as if seeing the room for the first time. They lowered and focused on Vlas. Her mouth opened into a perfect circle and a new voice emerged in the room that raised the hair on the back of his neck. 

It was identical to those impossible crystalline tones that he had heard while in hyperspace. 
His mind raced. 

He knew communications. The complexity of the waveforms she produced were far beyond normal language. Was this some kind of a download? 

All the previous interventions he had received had been related to his healing which was largely achieved. What was this about? If it was a download, was it a message − about him?

Chermak sighed, her body sagged and resumed its original stooped posture. Her arms trembled as they held onto the staff with both hands and her two companions reached out to support her. He was taken aback by the transformation of her wrinkled face into an expression of serenity and curiosity. The vertical lines of Verhdum’s craggy face had softened into a circular pattern and the dark pockets around his deep-set eyes were lighter. Kalyna was watching Vlas with wide eyes and an open mouth. When her glance met his, she looked away hastily. 

His head was spinning. There was far more to this ‘delegation’ than he had anticipated and had all the trappings of an occult initiation. He needed to get back to the real world.

What was the protocol? First – acknowledgement. 

He met Chermak’s open gaze with a deep inclination of his head.

“Thank you for all you have done for me, Chief Chermak.”

Chermak raised her staff and turned to face Verhdum and Kalyna. Her voice rose in the usual dual modes.

“************** Astanta-vulahsu-veenaka  ************** Soborni-supasit” 

Vlas was presented with the bows of all four figures around him. The gibberish didn’t matter. He was gratified that his authority seemed to have been established. It was now only fitting that he make some further acknowledgement. He raised his arm in salute.

“Vlas from Veenaga is grateful for all your efforts in providing hospitality and bringing him to health.” 

Chermak smiled, turned her head to Kalyna and thumped the staff on the floor. Kalyna responded with a quick nod.

The threesome at the foot of his bed took two steps back.

Chermak raised her staff and addressed Vlas.

“************* Soborni-asketen-gelima  ************** Soborni-asketen-gelima ” 
It didn’t matter what that meant. He managed to make a bow from his sitting position. 

Chermak and her two companions turned and her staff resumed its thumping along the floor as they made their way to the door. Ortsana remained standing by the bed.

Watching them leave he felt the full impact of the meeting. The elaborate ritualistic presentation along with the possible incursion from hyperspace had taken the encounter to a completely unexpected level. He had seen the four enter as an almost random grouping of degenerates, but he was now starting to feel strangely engaged. 

By the doorway Kalyna detached herself from Chermak’s elbow and picked up the large flat bag. Ortsana moved forward, picked up the bench near the doorway and deposited it parallel to the bed. Kalyna lay the bag on the bench, met foreheads with Ortsana with eyes closed. They exchanged murmurs. Ortsana bowed to Vlas and shuffled out of the room.

Kalyna uncovered a large grey slate, withdrew a number of stubby objects and placed everything on the bench.

Kalyna pointed to herself.

“************ Kalyna-chitelina  *********** Kalyna-chitelina”

“Right, I understand.” 

He pointed at Kalyna and repeated: “Kalyna chitelina. You're going to be my teacher. That's wonderful.” 
He was a communications expert. He would be a very good pupil. And there was actually something interesting about his teacher.

1:05

He was breathing deeply trying to relax but the excitement still pulsing through his body felt like jolts of high-voltage current. Rarely in his life had he paid so much attention to an intake session. The afternoon had gone by in a flash but the patches of sunlight filtering through the empty panes of the outside door were now on the far side of the room. He was also ravenous. Inputting serious data had always translated itself into a compulsion to ingest something physical. He needed meat, but suspected he wouldn’t get it with these near-degenerates. His mouth was dry, he reached for the kalapa juice by his bed and reflected on the ‘class’ just concluded.

He masked his impatience and approached the task as professionally as possible. At first, simply put himself in her hands waiting to see what she would do. 

Sitting on the bench, Kalyna started by touching or pointing to everything in the room, first mouthing words in inhaled mode then in exhaled. This was too much of a challenge for him because the inhaled word was much less distinct than the exhaled one. He decided to repeat only the exhaled sounds and Kalyna appeared to acquiesce. It was a great relief. 

He was glad to apply his renowned auditory proficiency, registering and dutifully repeating each new word several times for reinforcement − here, there, bed, room, house, cushion, coverlet, bowl, mug, juice, table, floor, parts of the body . . . until everything visible was covered. ‘Yes’ was simply two nods and ‘no’ a turn of the head. In his enthusiasm he overcame his queasiness at the close proximity of her vari-coloured skin. He even found her wayward other-worldly eye oddly attractive.

Kalyna then rose from the bench and, moving to the middle of the room, her body, hands, arms, face and mouth enacted an exhaustive series of actions for Vlas to repeat orally. He was amazed at the facility with which she moulded her body into dramatic poses for each new movement, making it easier for him to tag each item and he acquired a sizable vocabulary.

For a bit of diversion and becoming fatigued, Vlas pointed to the slate lying beside her, waved three fingers held together and repeated the last word 'nassa' – to fly. Kalyna picked up one of the root-like sticks and traced some red squiggles. But it was too soon to really get into the written language and he could no longer control his impatience. He had big questions that needed big answers. He picked up the other marker. 

“Vlas start” His first attempt in the new language. 

Sitting on the side of the bed, he could reach the slate. Careful not to stretch it too far and bring on a cramp, he pointed ‘outside’ toward the sunlight with his right arm. The fingers of his other hand fluttered downward to the patch of sun on the floor beside them. To make the matter even clearer he drew a large circle on the slate with radiating rays. Any half-civilised humanoid should understand the meaning of that! 
Kalyna smiled and seemed to appreciate his performance.

“***** Daizheb” she whispered and her face took on an awed expression.

His eyebrows lifted in astonishment. It translated almost perfectly into Veenagan as ‘Sky King’. He was even sure he’d heard the word before, used by Chief Chermak. 

“Er – Daizheb” he repeated. It was surely a remarkable coincidence. Better to just call it SunStar but he felt a bit shaken.

Kalyna’s face assumed a dream-like expression. She began humming and chanting the name, swaying from side to side. Using her left hand, she made a waving circle around her head and shimmering fingers travelled up and down the side of her face. 

Although taken aback by the new word and her expression of emotion, he drew a smaller circle at the edge of the slate joined by a dotted line to 'Daizheb. Feeling the onset of an ache in his shoulder, he slowly swept his arm in front of him to encompass the room, the building, their island and, hopefully, their planet. She fell silent. Her body and hands stilled, eyes and mouth drooped. 

With her finger she traced over the small circle he had made and wrote a word.

“***** Lahska”

“Lahska” he repeated dutifully several times. No surprize there thankfully. Now he had the name of the planet. He was glad these elementary questions were not beyond her comprehension, but he might have to work through an emotionally loaded cosmology in order to arrive at the data he needed. 

Next, he drew an expanded version of the planet joining it by a straight line to the small circle above. From memory he drew an approximation of the curving archipelago that formed the main land masses of this hemisphere. She sighed and her face took on a sad expression.

She pointed to the small central island.

“***** Soborna” 

Her eyes looked even sadder.

Kalyna pointed to each of the large islands, gave them names and stood up to create postures and a different facial expression for each of them.

“***** Karitoy  ***** Pivden”

Again, each name emotionally evoked a unique story.

What did she know of Lahska’s painful history? He pressed ahead.

His marker passed over the slate striking at random at different points on the Lahska archipelago. Flakes chipped off and dropped to the floor. She took deep breaths and began to look uncomfortable. He drew mushroom clouds over the strike points. Her body gave a twitch backwards, her hands flew up as though warding off a blow and she pronounced a word he easily took for ‘war’. 

She did know her history. 
Kalyna stood up. Her head bent low as if lost in thought. Her arms slowly stretched out palms up. Her head rose, eyes closed. Vlas watched apprehensively. 

Her body started to sway. Her arms and shoulders began to rotate independently and fingers and hands fashioned circles in the air. Her eyes opened and her head turned from side to side observing each series of gestures being played out. A frown appeared on her face and she snatched Vlas’s marker out of his hand.

Each side of her body conveyed alternating and contrasting messages, first, of weight and pride, then of stealth and subtlety. The movement of her head and limbs picked up speed with each arm flailing out in a flurry of violent gestures directed at the opposite side. 

The rhythm and spinning built to a crescendo until both fists arced over to the other side and they dropped their marker. Her legs gave way and she crumpled to the floor almost disappearing within the folds of the robe. Only her bare feet in sandals were showing. 

Kalyna remained motionless with eyes closed. He looked down at her, amazed by the passion and artistry of her performance. He stared at her feet. Her toes, instep and ankle were delicately sculpted, perfectly formed, one foot was tanned, the other bluish. His throat contracted a dry swallow.

She slowly drew herself together and stood up. Her face had a look of wide-eyed composure with the trace of a smile on her lips. Her skin was more flushed, highlighting the play of contrasts among the brown, pink and bluish areas of her face and arms. 

Pointing to the slate she spoke a few words which he couldn't understand.

“***** Davo yergit”

She reached over and touched Vlas's markings of the impact points and their clouds of destruction, then pointed to the earlier drawing of Lahska far from its sun. Her index finger began to trace a curve around the sun until she had made a full revolution around it. 

Vlas nodded his head vigorously.

“How many years ago was it?” he blurted out in Veenagan. 

“***** Povto desli”

He was taken aback by the immediacy and spontaneity of her reply. Had she understood his question in his language? He already appreciated that she was mirroring her choice of words to match his vocabulary.

He nodded but was starting to feel the strain of the lesson. 

Forty-two solar years. The figure seemed plausible. 

Now just one or two more vital questions while he had the energy. 

He tried to smile by way of reassurance and express it with his voice, a manoeuvre he was not well-versed in. It came out gruffly in Veenagan.

“I need to know what artifacts you have.”

He wanted to erase the existing pictures on the slate board with a fold of his shirt but she reached into a pocket of her robe and handed him a fibrous pad. As the pad touched the slate, he was amazed at how swiftly the red markings disappeared from the surface, seemingly not as the result of friction and absorption but some biochemical reaction.

He drew a rectangle which contained a square area in the left half and a number of tiny circles in the right half. He patted some of these circles with the tips of his fingers and drew a rough image of his spaceship in the square. He reached out with his arms as if to pick up the four-sided sketch and offer it to her. 

“Kalyna have?”

Without hesitation, she nodded twice.

“***** Chislit  ***** Ustdukh have” 

The first word was new but probably did mean ‘computer’. The second one sent a shiver down his spine.

She started drawing below his sketch. He expected shapes and forms that could be associated with the ones above but the hair on the back of his neck began to rise. Against a landscape of cliffs and terraces the huge body, gaping mouth and outstretched paws of a prehistoric monster emerged guarding a portal behind its groin. She drew a line from his diagram to the beast below. 

With gestures accompanying each stroke she drew a human figure beside the portal. It was squat and rotund. It was Ustdukh!

“Ustdukh have ‘chislit’?”

“***** Have”

“Have many?”

“***** Have some not many”

“Where Ustdukh house?”
Her arms traced a rolling arc that pointed beyond the outside doors.

“***** Ustdukh live not far” 
Her head tilted and her arms stretched out and up. 

“***** Ustdukh look sky”

He was treading on shaky ground but felt a compulsion to continue. He racked his meagre vocabulary for the right words.
“Ustdukh big man Soborna people”

“***** Ustdukh say Vulahsu big man Soborni”

“Vlas big man Soborni?”

“***** Daizheb send Vulahsu  ***** Give Soborni big help  ***** Vulahsu Spasitel”

With the sound of the new word he felt a sudden twitch of pain behind his eyes. He was approaching overload but would try to make one last practical question.

“Vlas see Ustdukh ‘chislit’?”

She nodded. Her arms reached out to his drawn object and came back as if offering it to him.

“***** Kalyna bring”

Her words penetrated the dull ache in his head and produced a buzz. It would be his first technological artifact – finally a small victory to look forward to. It was enough for today.

“Vlas tired  Rest  Thank Kalyna”

She leaned toward him and placed her hand on his shoulder. The warmth of her hand lingered and radiated from her body producing a prickly sensation in his gut. Her pie-bald face and skin were altogether too close and he didn’t know how to respond to her offset gaze.

She gave a sharp gasp and quickly withdrew her hand. Her breath came heavily and she averted her gaze. 

She picked up the slate lying on the bench. Her face seemed relaxed but she was moving more quickly and restlessly. She set it against the wall near the bed, turned to him and bowed deeply without making eye contact. He watched her leave limping more noticeably out of the room. 

He sank back on the cushions and closed his eyes. A firework pattern of sparks of light swirled behind his eyelids and promised no rest. He had pushed himself too far, too fast − and maybe her too. He tried an old trick from Cadet Academy. He opened his eyes and deliberately defocused to produce double images, easing the pressure on his brain. Breathing deeply to ease the aches in his body, he sat and faced the wall. 

1:06

The check pattern of sunlight was now moving up the wall to his left. His forehead still throbbed, but he was now able to process the buzzing within it. He reviewed some of his language lesson, but it only reminded him of what more lay ahead. The really important matters were not linguistic. And where was his food?!

His ‘teacher’ Kalyna was bringing a “chislit”. What exactly could it be? Why did she have it? Just what was her rank in this society, aside from this teaching role and working with the old shamanic woman? He had better get over his queasiness at her appearance and eccentricities.

Everything about this place and these 'people' disoriented him. Their deformities and overall primitiveness, their bizarre non-linearity and use of subliminal hallucinogenic therapies.

Why couldn't they heal themselves? Look what they did for his body! Were there some limitations to their black magic? Were they too far gone genetically; their genes so thoroughly fried that they couldn't regenerate? He just had broken bones and internal injuries. His DNA was intact. 

They seemed to be regarding him as a ‘SaverCome’. Was he supposed to start a breeding program with their females?! Disse, what a thought! 

And yet they held the key to what he wanted: access to information and equipment that would ensure his survival and dominance in a society of degenerates. They had materiel and artifacts, all apparently collected in one place. What a windfall! They weren't apparently using them except for that crude transmission attempt. Was that a result of equipment limitations or lack of expertise? The bitter pill to swallow was that the dwarf appeared to have charge of what he needed. He barges in whenever he wants, does whatever he wants. Madder than a rabid dog. Well, he was 'special' too. 
Can't wait to be able to move around! Stuck in this Disse-forsaken bed!

He took deep breaths and his nerves calmed.

A collection of noises come from somewhere in the building, loud voices rising in tone and pitch, at times jumbled together, interrupting each other. He strained to catch a few words but could only make out the sound 'pasite’ . . .

The voices gradually trailed off until all was quiet again. 

Where was Ortsana with his meal?

He lay back and worked with his breath.

Ortsana soon shuffled in, basket in hand, and deposited it on the bench beside his bed. As ever, her head was low and she seemed oblivious to his presence.

He summoned up his available vocabulary.

“Vlas hear big speak together,” he tried on her pointing to the door he had heard the voices coming from.

She bowed her head vigorously but did not turn toward him.

“*** Soborni speak  *** Feel together  *** Zobor time soon” 

So that disturbance had been a preparation for some kind of ritual meeting. 

She picked up the used basket and turned toward the door.

“*** Vulahsu eat now get strong”

Her single-mindedness was a little unsettling.

“Soborni come tonight work light?” he managed to put together as she was near the door.

She stopped short looking down at the floor. What was she doing, reading the answer in the flooring?

She turned slowly in his direction, moving her head from side to side.

“*** Ortsana not know *** Wait message”

The answer caught him off guard. Message? From who? Chermak? Ustdukh? What kind of message? Who organizes all this? He wanted to pursue the matter further but she had already left the room.

His impatience and frustration flashed into blind anger. He had a sudden urge to sweep the basket to the ground but he caught himself in time and his fist found the edge of the bed frame instead. His knuckles raked against the heavy wood. Mends in his wrist flamed in protest.

Curse his luck to come to a place run by defectives and maniacs! Would he ever get to the bottom of things while he still had his sanity? He retrieved his bruised fist, opening and closing it gently to gauge the damage, and closed his eyes. He had lost his appetite.

He heard feet shuffling just outside the doorway. It might be Ortsana returning for some reason but he didn't want to interact with anyone. 

It wasn't her feet. The sounds stopped at the doorway and became confused. He opened his eyes. A red-haired albino boy in a grey smock was stuck in the door-frame. His pink eyes were riveted in Vlas's direction and the legs jutting out rigidly at the knees strained to negotiate their way through. His legs and feet shifted spastically on the flooring. The twisted mouth made no sound but the eyes looked desperate. Vlas stared at the boy as he finally wrenched his way through and stumbled toward him in an uncoordinated shuffle. The fingers of one outstretched hand were wrapped around what looked like a long white figurine.

The albino reached the foot of the bed. His pale white skin shone translucently around prominent blue veins. A trickle of drool hung precariously from his open mouth. 
A cluster of moans emerged from his mouth and the hand gripping the object whipped forward and released its hold. The object landed on the covers by Vlas's left hip. Vlas's eyes followed as if in a trance and saw a carved figure lying face up. 

The albino boy screwed his face around in another attempt to form a word but his vocal coordination was as hopeless as his legs and all Vlas heard was a groan. Vlas’s abdominal muscles contracted. He put up his right arm to fend off any further approach, but at all costs he didn't want to touch the boy. His arm hung in midair.

Balancing unsteadily before Vlas's bed, the boy's body quivered for another long moment. Eyeballs and lips were still straining and twisting as I trying to convey a last message. 

Suddenly the boy jerked himself around and started to stumble back the way he had come. As he passed by the mirrored closet, Vlas glimpsed a look of triumph on his face.

At the doorway, the albino succeeded this time in positioning himself more sideways without the knees being caught in the doorframe. There he made one more effort to look at Vlas but his legs were already further advanced than the head bent backward at a sharp angle. His eyes searched in Vlas's direction but his feet had found traction and propelled the body out the doorway. 

Vlas lay immobile hardly breathing as he stared at the door. 
He glanced down at the object on the coverlet. It was a stone figure of a robed man looking straight ahead with arms raised in front of him in a broad embrace. But the face of the figure had been given more attention than the rest of the body. It had finely carved features which . . . Vlas looked carefully. His heart skipped a beat. It wasn't possible! How could . . .? He looked again, holding the small lines and contours closer to his eyes. The image zoomed, swelling to more than twice its natural size.

"By the Disse!!"

His arm pulled back and he threw the figure with all the strength he could muster across the room. It hit the mirrored door to the closet with a loud crack and bounced back toward the bed. 

The force of the blow unlatched the door. He saw it swing forward exposing a dark interior. The patchwork of raised splinters in the mirror threw back an image of a disjointed body and face that he hardly recognized. 

In the fading light, the dislocations in the mirror assumed mysterious tones. The longer he stared, the more the features of the stone image he had thrown away burned into his mind while the shapes in the mirror seemed to be moving too, A faint pink glow of phosphorescence began to play along the broken edges of the glass coalescing and re-forming like driven clouds. The slot of darkness behind the open door lightened and assumed shapes of its own, inky contours hinting at a presence within. 

He must be imagining things. Fascinated in spite of himself, wondering what lay beyond, he watched as the shadows deepened even more. 

They had a message for him if he was ready.

He was ready, ready for anything in this insane world. He had nothing to lose.

The luminescence turned purple. The whole mirror began to vibrate. 

He closed his eyes, but even behind closed eyelids he could still feel the mirror glowing and the shapes moving.

Why did I do that? There was no need to panic. Somebody fashioned the thing at the last minute and gave it to the kid. That's all there is to it. Just get some rest now.

He was strong. It would all work out. Breathe deep.

The play of purple around the cracks and frame of the mirror continued, bathing Vlas’s sleeping body in an eerie light. 

Hooded figures entered the room and took up position around his bed. Their voices took up a chant that synchronized with the pulses of luminescence. Their hands and arms initiated a rolling ballet of gestures over him that blended with the quickening pulses of light from the mirror. The pace of light and gesture accelerated, reached a climactic, then faded into darkness. 
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His eyes sensed it was bright morning. He had slept soundly and felt a pinching and fuzziness at his temples that was not unpleasant. He opened his eyes into dazzling light and was stunned.

It was the same room, the same scene as yesterday, but light had acquired a tangibility of its own: colours, contours, textures. The curtains across from his bed were billowing over empty panes bringing scents from outdoors. Multi-hued reflections glittered off the remaining glass. The grain in the wood panelling on the walls revealed exquisite patterns.
His eyes started to water. He tried to clear them by concentrating on some nearby object. His glance passed over the mirrored door to the closet and he blinked again and again. He focused carefully. The moisture in his eyes was surely playing tricks with them. He lifted his hand and dried them with a corner of the bed-cover. 

Yes, he hadn’t been mistaken. The cracks and discolorations in the mirror were gone. He shook his head in disbelief. 

Suddenly it dawned on him. He had used his left hand to dry his eyes. Yesterday it would have been impossible to reach up that far. He looked down at his hand and gently raised it to his head again. It obeyed, seemed amenable to do more, and did. He carefully rotated his shoulder. The same result. The other arm, both hips and legs were given their cues and responded. He was dumbfounded.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to savour the new input. He was at the premiere performance of a reconstituted body.

Awareness that breakfast would be arriving strayed into a corner of his mind. Saliva pumped into his mouth so intensely that he had to sit up abruptly or choke on it. It was stupid to lie in bed when he had just been granted a fresh body. Using his refurbished left hand, he uncovered himself. He was wearing a simple smock of unbleached fibre but woven in intricate patterns. Holding his breath, he brought his legs over the side of the bed and sat up. There were no stabs of pain. 

Looking around, he noticed the stone figure now lying on his bedside table. He picked it up. The features of the face did perhaps bear some resemblance. So? It could easily have been made during the days he had spent in bed. He had been spooked by the spastic albino and over-reacted. He set it on its feet on the table. It would make a nice memento. 
He got up slowly. He still felt a little shaky but the sensation of having painless control of his whole body was marvellous. He reached his full height, stretched his back and rotated his head, bent them effortlessly up and down and to the left and right. Pleased, he looked the room over. It still had that vivid quality.

Now – walking. Nothing simpler. He attempted the first move with the right foot and almost fell over. What an idiot! He knew how to walk! He held his arms out for balance and armed with more focus he embarked on a sortie across to the wall. 

It met him prematurely and he had to put out a hand to cushion his arrival. He marvelled at his limbs' eagerness to work together. Soon he would just let them have their head.

He glanced around and decided to examine the mirror and what lay behind it. He sent an intention to his body. His head coursed through the air above all the things that he had seen so far only at bed level. The unaccustomed height made him feel quite giddy and he breathed a sigh of relief as he bumped into the mirror. He rested a moment. It would soon all be second nature again. 

He decided to examine the glass against his face. 

The transparent material didn't seem to possess any thickness of its own. The closer his eyes approached it, the less it appeared translucent until eventually it lost all reflective capacity and turned a dull black. Moving his head back restored the mirror function. 

There were no breaks or cracks in the surface. He remembered the self-repairing bulkheads on his ship; but they had depended on considerable power inputs in order to re-crystallize. No chance of that here. There had to be another mechanism, something quite different. Still functional old technology − or something else more exotic? 
He looked down at the door handle shaped like a bird with outstretched wings. He grasped it and felt a peculiar warmth and tingle in his fingers. What properties did it have? Superconductivity, bio-reactivity? Was it only a primitive lever? He felt a small amount of play inside the mechanism. He pulled down. There was a sharp click, the door opened and crept toward him. 

He glanced warily inside. It was darker with only two small irregularly shaped windows in a far corner. He entered and stepped into a forest grove that receded palpably into the distance. Immediately in front of him the bathing area was a rocky grotto topped on three sides by grooved outcroppings in the wall to dispense water. Recognizable appliances fashioned like giant buds seemed to have grown out of the floor. He examined the washstand. Within a niche he pressed a panel of tabs with embossed symbols that failed to release anything. 

He marvelled at the amount of thought and effort that had been lavished on purely utilitarian functions. And yet, all the imagination and skill embodied in the artifacts had not been able to save the civilization that had crafted them. It had − he grimaced at the image − gone down the drain itself.

Veenaga’s own destruction at the hands of the Ch’rtaghi came to mind. Scenes from the Veenaga video clips he had witnessed in STARSCOUT started to take shape but he shook them off with a twist of his head before they could attack his new vision. 
With a sigh he made his way out of the subdued lighting back into the dazzle of his bedroom. His eyes blinked but the reaction was pleasurable, as if they welcomed returning to his new high-energy world. The fuzziness in his head felt light and full of potential energy. He looked around and smiled to himself.

His legs felt steadier. He faced the twin doors leading outside and a bolt of child-like curiosity resulted in a jerk forward. He brought himself under control and walked purposefully toward them. They had handles identical to that of the washroom but they depressed with difficulty. Applying some force, he was rewarded with a creak that released one of the glass doors into the open air.

He was immediately immersed in the full play of a warm breeze. There was an invigorating tang in the air and he took a deep breath. He stepped out onto a patio savouring the sensation of his bare feet on the flagstones and looked around. 

The building was situated within a lush woodland ravine at the edge of a freshet that was audible but not visible through the thick undergrowth. The structure had been spared the planet-wide destruction, undoubtedly because of its location within the ravine. To his left, the ravine sloped gradually up towards the central plateau which rose at a distance obscured by pockets of mist and cloud. 

He swallowed a lump in his throat and wondered at his arousal over what he knew was a perfectly standard sample of the natural world. Was it just an automatic reflex of his new vision? Had Veenaga possessed equally amazing landscapes? They did, but his eyes saw things differently then. 

The mists on the mountain side were in motion. A patch above the tree line detached itself and revealed a series of horizontal ridges. He only saw one segment but they seemed too symmetrical to be a natural formation. STARSCOUT’S initial survey from space had revealed volcanic calderas in the interior of the island and anomalous horizontal ridges on their flanks. But lava flows don't create straight lines. What could they be? As he watched, the mists became one again. 

He turned around and surveyed the scene behind him. The building was a two-story structure of stone-like construction with a sharply raked roof that curled upward at the eaves. Dark green vines that crept among the row of windows and up its walls reached as high as the peak itself. The materials of the building seemed durable. Where the vines parted, he could see the walls had a glistening ceramic surface. The black frames of the windows and the doors behind him were obviously of synthetic origin, still intact, smooth and full-coloured.. Though of high quality, the materials of the building would not ensure its continued survival. How long would it be before the already encroaching woods reclaimed it? 

The building resembled ancient, pre-New-World-Order styles of ridiculous extravagance. He doubted even Supreme Ograrks could have allowed themselves such luxury. But who knew? As with the hyperspace drug sham, there were probably secrets in that department as well. 

The grounds, however, were uncared for. Displaced flagstones and overturned planters sprouted an exuberant growth of red, orange and violet flowers. Around and beyond the patio, what level ground remained was similarly grown over with a variety of waist-high grasses and shrubs. 

The thought of living in this new world without a modern power source for the rest of his life tugged at his awareness. No matter what minor devices Kalyna might produce, it was going to be a major survival challenge. But there could also be opportunities for changing it, perhaps radically. 

A leadership role. That would be the ultimate challenge.

His eye was caught by a movement at the double doors. Ortsana stood in the open carrying a tray of food. Seeing her knocked him out of his reverie. The ball-like fuzziness in his head re-asserted itself, resulting in a momentary loss of equilibrium and her image began to blur. His eyes de-focused and she became two images superimposed on each other, wavering in a dance of attraction and repulsion. 

Their eyes met and the tension in his head had a sudden discharge. Her double image became swathed in an aura through which his eyes objectively registered the physical features of her deformities, while his normal reactions were being masked and held in isolation. She bobbed a greeting, turned away and moved back into the room. 

Somewhat disoriented, he waited before going in. Was he having a relapse? He steadied himself. He was still enjoying his newfound strength and functions in spite of his blurred vision which didn’t seem to be detracting from his well-being but actually enhancing it.

Some minimal communication with the grotesque Soborna island inhabitants had to start somewhere. He could thank her for helping to bring about his miraculous healing. The thought of food waiting for him inside made his decision. Even if he couldn't think of what exactly to say, he would make it up as he went along. The defocused images of the world around him wavered against each other. He stepped gently over the old flagstones. The cool rock against the soles of his feet was by contrast solid and delicious. 

As he entered the room, Ortsana was changing the sheets and re-arranging the bed covers. The tray and its contents were on the side-table. She didn’t look up.

“*** Vulahsu not need bed  *** Now daytime”

He said nothing, merely nodded his head and kept it slightly averted while he moved toward the bench. The closer he approached her, the more the fuzziness in his head began playing with the twin images of her body. 
She went about her work with the bed while he sat down carefully on the bench beside the end table. Out of the corner of his eye he was aware for the first time of the way her dual body responded to her tasks with uneven jerks of her limbs and torso, like an ancient spring-wound toy.

Glancing over the contents of the tray, he made out the stone figure standing behind the bowls. The memory of the boy's flailing arms and legs came back to him sharply. He looked at the statuette. He could just make out each arm had a faint white line circling the shoulder. 

He picked up a spoon in his right hand, the statuette with his left and spoke before he could think.

“Where boy?  Vlas want thank”

He was aware of her pausing and straightening up in a series of twitches. A long silence ensued.

“*** Boy not live  *** Die last night”

His spoon clattered to the floor. The jab at his gut seemed as sharp as any he had received in combat. A swarm of chaotic feelings buzzed in his chest.

How was it possible? Yesterday so full of energy and determination, and today . . .? 
Of course, the boy had obviously been a patient here too. 

“Why boy die?  Boy young” he managed to blurt out.

She responded with an explanation that involved vocabulary foreign to him. He raised his hand, shaking his head.

“Vlas not understand”

She paused.

“*** Bad blood in head  *** Many Soborni die  *** Few born  *** Soon all die”

He breathed heavily. It sounded like a haemorrhage. Had the boy over-exerted himself trying to give him that gift in a last burst of life energy? He felt a surge of anger.
“Why many people die?  Why few born?  War finish long time!

Her reply came with a twist of her thin mouth.

“*** Soborni not make baby like old time *** Wait Daizheb-Born-Time  *** Make baby all together” 

He averted his eyes from her and stared at the blurred image of the stone figure’s arms held out to him.

Ortsana shuffled toward him and laid one hand on his shoulder. His body winced initially at the contact but her touch felt warm, combining lightness and substance. He sat mutely and let its energy radiate out into his shoulder and the rest of his body. 

“*** Boy happy Vulahsu take gift  *** Now give message Daizheb”

Her words sounded hollowly in his head. He struggled to dislodge words.

“Vlas . . . feel bad . . .”

It was a relief to say it out loud. Ortsana smiled tightly.

“*** Soborni understand”

He shook his head trying to clear his thoughts and put the statuette back on the table. A few days ago, he would have thought these people only fit for termination. He was confused again, back to square one. He took another deep breath, blinking at the blurred figure that had his face. 

“Who Daizheb?”

“*** Great Daizheb give life take life  *** Great war come  *** Make Lahska sick  *** Daizheb come back heal”

There it was, more mythical rubbish! 

But the conversation had taken a turn into new territory away from the immediate circumstances of the boy's death. He was grateful for the bit of breathing room but now needed a different kind of input. 

He picked up the spoon he had dropped and set about eating his breakfast while Ortsana tidied the room. He had to disregard a major part of their culture if he wanted to keep his sanity. He would revise his game plan. Any idea of leadership or domination was out of the question. He didn’t have to be a superman. He was an almost ordinary human with a long and difficult road ahead of him. With his renewed strength and old survival skills he would forge out on his own, minimize interactions with the island inhabitants and make his adjustment to a new life alone. 

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was something he could do as a sign of his gratitude. He looked up at the twin images of her body in the corner of the room. They started to waver.

“Soborni give boy farewell?” 

“*** This night Zobor  *** Meet all together”

“Vlas come?”

“*** Come”

His head twitched and his vision cleared. As she left the room there was just the one of her.
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He continued his breakfast chewing mechanically and staring ahead at nothing in particular. From time to time he glanced at the little stone man on the table. 
‘Many Soborni die. Few born.’ Ortsana had said. ‘Soon all die.’ 

How soon? He had no way of knowing at this point. Perhaps it wasn’t so surprising. Their small genetic pool was probably inbreeding, degenerating even more. They don’t make babies like the ‘old time’ but wait for some special occasion. Incredible. But how much could he affect their birth rate? He'd have to mate with the whole female population to make much impact. Disse! What a thought! Doubtful even then. But didn’t he owe them something?

His meal was interrupted by the sound of visitors arriving behind him. He swung around on his bench. 

It was Kalyna in a smock with short sleeves, holding a silvery object and Ustdukh in a red robe. His reflexes went on alert but his reaction to the dwarf had muted since their last encounter. He was stronger now and could handle both himself and whatever the dwarf’s agenda was. There was no point in alienating a potentially valuable asset. But he would be ready for anything.

They stopped close to his bench. Ustdukh stood rooted to the spot like a hairy ball. His long arms hanging at the side twitched and his eyes scanned him relentlessly. Kalyna faced Vlas with what seemed a confused expression and smiled.
“*** Kalyna greet Vulahsu  *** Look better today”

He nodded. 

“Feel strong can walk good  Soborni make strong medicine”

Ustdukh continued to stare at and around him, eyes roving independently from side to side. 

The silvery object Kalyna was carrying was no doubt Ustdukh’s artifact she had mentioned the day before.

“Kalyna bring chislit?”

She nodded yes. 

“*** Vulahsu learn much today”

Ustdukh was paying no attention to the device but caught sight of the stone figure on Vlas's table and stared at it. His chest heaved and his arms flapped forcefully against his legs. 

Vlas tensed but before he could react, Ustdukh snatched the statuette away, waved it at Kalyna and clucking to himself turned and stomped out the door.Kalyna’s eyes widened. Vlas took a deep breath and looked at her in astonishment. 

“Why Ustdukh make so?  Dead boy give Vlas”

She hesitated as if puzzling over how to express something.  

“*** Ustdukh gives back soon  *** Ustdukh speaks Daizheb”

She was talking about spirits again. When would it end?

“*** Vulahsu finish food?  *** Go other room”

He felt a ripple of anticipation about the object Kalyna had brought that looked electronic but shuddered at the thought of walking through the building. In a hospital full of ill or otherwise incapacitated patients, the deviants here might be even more extreme.  

“Many sick people here” he remarked, quickly finishing up his breakfast.

“*** Only when soon die” she countered.

It gave him a start. This wasn’t a hospital but a hospice. Yet the Soborni had gone ahead with their treatments and succeeded in healing him. 

“Ortsana say all Soborni die soon  Soborni heal Vlas  Why Soborni not heal? ”

“*** Soborni heal only broken body  *** Not bad blood from old war  *** Try save what can  *** Vulahsu ready?” 
“Ready  Walk good”

Kalyna picked up the slate board and erasers and started for the door. He rose carefully and followed her. It gave onto a hallway that had the same chest-high wood panelling as his room, open doorways on the right and a curtained double door at the end. The unpleasant smells permeating the air set him on edge and he gritted his teeth. 

His mission now was to follow a mutant woman for instruction about her moribund society on a ravaged planet in a Disse-forsaken corner of an uncharted universe.

Following Kalyna in the hallway, he became only too aware of her bare shoulders making rolling figures floating down the corridor because of her limp. He looked quickly away to the wood panels. Curvaceous patterns in the grain emerged through the low lighting. His foot caught on the uneven flooring. 

Kalyna turned her head toward him.

“*** Vulahsu eye needs see clear?” 
He grunted and muttered a curse under his breath.

In the open doorways to the right, he glimpsed feet on beds and heard moans. The unpleasant smells and the tightness in his belly stayed with him until they went through the double doors at the end of the hallway. 

It was a large room well-lit by another set of doors leading outside and by a corner window on the far wall. Wood decor dominated. The floor was geometrical strips whose finish had worn in places to bare wood while the wall panels were similar to the his room and had a number of empty shelves. 

Hadn’t they retained anything?

There were likewise few items of furniture: a divan covered loosely with homespun fabric in front of an empty fireplace and two wooden chairs behind a large desk facing the large corner window. He took in the vista from this side of the building. The foreground was a sloping field lush with tall grasses and studded with trees that bore colourful fruit. He glimpsed a high stone wall behind clumps of greenery and vestiges of a road between two ornamental columns. Not a person or vehicle was in sight. 

“Where people?  Why empty?”

“*** Soborni not live here  *** Show Vulahsu soon”

Kalyna went up to the desk, lay the slate board and materials to one side and deposited the silvery object close to the window. He sat beside her on the right aware of the proximity of her body and her bare shoulders. Vlas watched eagerly as she unfolded the device into a hollow cube with a prominent glass button and five gold-coloured tabs on one upper edge. Kalyna tapped the last of the tabs and in time colourful glyphs and stylized plants and animals sprang to three-dimensional life in the open well. 

The Soborni actually had something modern that still worked! He turned to Kalyna and was preparing a question but Kalyna spoke first.

“*** Ustdukh find long time  *** Give Kalyna teach children  *** Show old world  *** Soborni not make old mistake”

Ustdukh again. What else had he found?

“Vlas look now?”

“*** Not all piece work”

She touched the glass button. It flickered three times and died.

Vlas picked the device up. He saw four recesses in one side that might be inputs for an external power source or auxiliary ports He moved it away from the window. The three-dimensional graphics dissolved. He returned it to its original orientation and the hollow well lit up to the previous display. A boy’s voice made an announcement in exhaled breath only and text appeared suspended in the air. Vlas had to interject.

“Why Soborni make two breath word? Vlas understand make only out breath word”
“*** In breath Daizheb  *** Out breath Love”  

Kalyna tilted her head and smiled.

“*** Vulahsu takes long time learn?”

He stayed silent.

Kalyna pronounced the new words from the boy the Soborni way, then paused. 

“*** Vulahsu speak  *** Go slow  *** Say many time” 

Her fingers waved over the well in the cube in what seemed a coded sequence. 

In front of a burrow set into a rocky cliff three fat lizard-like animals sat around a grille roasting large insects on a skewer. There were grins on their pointy snouts.

“*** Chufot not like work  *** Like only eat only play”

Kalyna read the suspended captions. Her finger traced each word for Vlas to repeat. Paying attention to the sequencing of her fingers controlling the display, Vlas repeated the words, first to himself then out loud. He started noticing correlations between text and pronunciation.

The story continued in a cave-like room with arched doorways leading off it. The three Chufot sat in high-backed armchairs watching a wall video. Even with his rudimentary grasp of Soborni speech, Apart from the lack of in-breathing, it soon became clear that the old language was a little different. Modern Soborni had lost the singular personal pronouns and noun and adjective plurals. Many verb tenses had consolidated. Context not grammar was primary. As Kalyna read aloud, Vlas followed along. He took acquiring the new vocabulary in his stride and it became a chant-like ritual. 

Against the admonishments of their furry mammal neighbours, the Chufots refused to think to the future. One stormy night they woke up with water gushing through their burrow. They sat gripping the frame of their cots and found themselves coursing along underground streams until they emerged in a vast sea cave chastened and bedraggled. 

Kalyna and Vlas went over the segment again until he was able to say it out loud by himself. When he finished the last vidpage, he compared this material to his earliest cadet academy. There had been no friendly lizards and watery underground adventures in his reading materials. The only place for fat lazy lizards would have been on a spit themselves. 

“Vlas understand story  Soborni children learn much?”

“*** Book show children how bad start”  

They worked with other children stories until Kalyna appeared satisfied with Vlas’s progress. 

“*** Vulahsu best student  *** Now try other book”

She touched the second of the five tabs. The last image of the lizard story disappeared and a more serious title appeared: “Word-book”

“Ah − a dictionary,” he announced in Veenagan. 

It turned out to be an interactive encyclopaedia. They worked over sections containing captioned and spoken vocabulary and moving footage of everyday objects and activities. 

Vlas stared in fascination as he practised the new language. Their technological level had been somewhat below Veenaga’s. Space travel had apparently just begun. Would he get a clue as to how this world had ended by destroying itself? Did he want to know?

“Much work here  Need long time understand”

“*** Vulahsu keep book  *** Children not need now”

He was taken aback at the unexpected offer but it would be a godsend. 

Kalyna’s fingers opened an atlas and began a running commentary that Vlas repeated, while his eyes absorbed the visuals. The archipelago that he remembered from his flyover thrust itself from the sea. They came to Soborna Island and the central plateau. Its ring of five semi-active volcanoes were spewing plumes of vapour creating strong updrafts that might have ionized and neutralized radioactive fallout. The horizontal ridges he had glimpsed that morning were actually a network of terraces that ran down from the central plateau to its base at tree level. He pointed them out to Kalyna.

“What this?”

Her eyes tightened.

“*** Solorvi land  *** Bad smell  *** Nothing grow  *** Forbidden Soborni go  *** Karanata” 

Perhaps, but he wondered if, as filtration beds, they had also played a role in the Soborni’s survival. 

“Where Soborni village?”

Kalyna pointed to an area down the east coast south of a large town. 

“How many people long time live Soborna?”

“*** More five ten thousand”

“Now?”

Her head turned toward the doorway they had entered and paused. 

“*** Yesterday seven two”

“Ortsana say Soborni make few baby  Why?”

Kalyna’s head drooped. 

“*** Woman make baby only Daizheb-Born-Time  *** Daizheb goes black  *** Daizheb MagicStone makes come back”

What would an eclipse have to do with their fertility? Was their hold of the natural world so precarious? Since they seemed to be so in tune with the ‘supernatural’ world, why doesn’t their ‘Sky King’ enhance their birthrate? In the meantime, don’t they enjoy ‘recreational baby-making’? 

“Soborni man woman not want . . . touch body . . . come inside?” Kalyna’s face became thoughtful.

“*** Soborni happy feel heart - - - all time all day  *** Not need

come inside - - - old way *** Make baby only Daizheb-Born-Time”

He shook his head in puzzlement but it had to mean no sexual contact until that astronomical event. They just spend their time on long drawn-out bows to each other, pressing foreheads, chanting in smoky rituals and talking to spirits. 

“When Daizheb-Born-Time?”

“Daizheb-Born-Time after BloodMoon”

“What BloodMoon?”

“*** Lahska covers Pink Moon  *** Makes red  *** Soborni woman make blood all together  *** Ready soon make baby Daizheb-Born-Time” 
Synchronised menstruation, deficient libido and defective fertility. How bizarre. They had survived the initial catastrophe but were still paying the price. And he was supposed to pick up the slack. He wanted no part of it. He would soon have his own options. In the meantime, he would take things as they came. 

Some questions about local history were in order.

“How Soborni village start?”

“*** Soborna always big health place  *** After war make new village  *** Try new life  *** Not kill  *** Find new healing way  *** Pray Daizheb  *** Give only love all day  *** Vulahsu understands?”

“Vlas try understand”  
The Soborni certainly did some good healing. His was a great success. He might discount the rest.

“Kalyna show Vlas more?”

She responded by leaning over to the right to consult a text in the far corner of the display. A part of her bare arm naturally and firmly touched against his and remained in contact while she examined the material. His eyes flickered.

Kalyna made her selection. Her body leaned back to the left. 

“*** Now go around island  *** Start Old Town”

In Soborna Town, open pod-shaped vehicles floated above wide boulevards while the side streets were dedicated to foot and individual flitter traffic. Encircling a plaza were broadly canopied trees with cafés below them. The clientele was watching visuals of a military parade on tall panels framed by a fire-breathing dragon brandishing a sword in each claw. The military music produced an unpleasant buzz in Vlas’s ear. 

He glanced warily at Kalyna. Her upper body had turned to the side. Her eyes were closed and her lips were forming silent words. He would respect her silence.

A prominent glassed-in building incorporating an elevated track announced interurban transportation. The train of bubble cars emerging from the station provided a panoramic view of the harbour protected by massive overlapping breakwaters. In addition to the large commercial vessels, small wind-driven and powered pleasure craft were active or moored along floating docks. A social function in advanced phases of hilarity was in progress on the balcony of a facility built into the cliff face: men dressed in blue and white uniforms and women not dressed in much at all. 

Vlas took note of the location. It had interesting possibilities. 

Much of the countryside past the Old Town appeared to be occupied by small estates with homes similar to the one he was in now, set in a regular pattern of fields, lanes and light industry. Scattered hamlets were connected by a network of automated roads flanked by hologram billboards portraying patriotic pageants extolling the role of the armed forces. A train in the other direction flashed by hauling what looked like particle beam artillery pieces and squat armoured vehicles.

Vlas glanced at Kalyna. How was she reacting to this material? Would it precipitate another dramatic reaction like the previous session? 

Her eyes were shut and her head swayed lightly from side to side. Her mouth moved silently but she didn’t seem as agitated as before. He turned back to the device partly reassured, partly disappointed. 
Wasn’t that parabolic set-up he remembered seeing from space close by? 

His recollection was addressed as they emerged into a cup-shaped valley over which was laid an array of glistening metal. 

Vlas touched Kalyna’s hand.

“Kalyna make slow?”

Her fingers flicked over the top of the display and he carefully scanned the site for conduits, re-diffusion antennas or commutation parks typical of a satellite-power installation. The next view showed a thin vertical structure at the centre of the parabola. He scanned it closely, thinking it resembled the collector of a microwave relay system he had been familiar with on Veenaga. He turned to Kalyna.

“What this?” 

She looked at him with the trace of a smile on her thin lips. 

“*** Old Lahska try speak other world  *** Take long time  *** Now happen?”

He was taken aback. Did she think his arrival was connected with attempts years ago to reach another intelligent species? Did this mean she didn’t totally believe in the mythological jumble she had been expressing all along? He was impressed.

“Vlas not get old message  Not plan come Lahska”

Should he mention the ‘new’ message from Lahska his ship had received? Not yet.

She looked at him quietly for a moment. She nodded her head and looked down at their video book. 

“*** Now almost finish”

An important question came to mind. 

“Where Vlas sky ship?”

She moved her body forward as she brought back the topographical map of the island but without touching Vlas’s arm. She touched a spot on the east coast not far from the parabola. He noticed immediately that it could be aligned with the extension of three unusually symmetrical pinnacles intersecting the elevated line. It should be easy to find.

“How Soborni find Vlas?” 
“*** People see new sky light come down  *** Think message from Daizheb *** Search  *** Find Vulahsu *** Bring here”

Vlas thought about the enormous effort it must have taken to perform that rescue from a mechanical contrivance which they had every reason to associate with their tragic past.

“Soborni save Vlas life  Vlas want thank Soborni”

She stared down into the silver cube then looked up squarely at him.

“*** Soon Vulahsu have chance” 

Soon what? Was she aware of plans being prepared for him? How much gratitude was he capable of? He had better start making plans of his own.

Kalyna resumed their train journey progressing around the north of the island. The terrain became forested and gashed with a succession of ravines and lakes. On the shore of one lake by the foot of the plateau they passed a resort complex. Elderly and infirm bodies floated precariously on the surface of steaming waters that gushed from a central geyser. Side by side were mud baths in which other individuals had caked themselves so thickly the scene resembled a bog populated by amphibians with goggles. 

The bubble cars moved down the rugged west coast dipping in and out of forested areas. Streams dashed themselves from tree-lined precipices into pools and lakes some of which were reservoirs for hydro-electric installations. That would be logical, if somewhat primitive, he thought, given the abundance of water at high potential energy.

Their train passed lush farms and villas of the south coast and returned to Soborna Town. 

A last question before a needed break for lunch and a rest for his eyes.

“*** Kalyna show village? ”

Kalyna advanced the video south of the Old Town over a winding coastal roadway that was paralleled by the linear elevated track. Kalyna pointed to a ravine upstream from the delta of a river past a wooded area. 

“*** Here village  *** Before only this house”

Their building materialized in a small park-like setting, both of which showed considerably greater grooming. An inset photo identified it as belonging to a severe-looking uniformed gentleman with elaborate insignia festooning his black tunic. He was standing in front of the same fireplace Vlas now had his back to. Vlas stared at the man’s face. It had the stamp of power that Vlas was all too familiar with. Had he played some important part in the final conflagration? Where had he been when the missiles flew and transformed his planet into fallow landscape and his home into a hospice? 

He stared blankly into the video reader. 

The building’s owner stared back at him with a twisted smile. 

Vlas closed his eyes against the glare from the window. His temples suddenly began to throb. He took in a deep breath and heard Kalyna’s equally deep inhalation. 

An afterimage of the face began to disassemble in slow motion and coalesced into the face of dying Ograrch Dolgurt in the video received on STARSCOUT just before the Ch’rtaghi attack. His stricken eyes stared out at Vlas and his lips were mouthing the words: “Save yourselves . . .”

Where was Veenaga now after its death blow? Was its flora and fauna being re-engineered to suit the tastes of an alien race? Lahska was far 

luckier on that account. Vlas heaved a huge sigh and his head jerked so passionately that it gave Kalyna a start and she put a hand on his shoulder.

“*** Vulahsu need rest need food”

He nodded his head painfully.

With her touch Dolgurt’s face went into motion. His angular features softened, broadened and morphed into concentric lines that mimicked the patterns in the grain of the wood panelling in the hallway. 

Vlas’s eyes opened abruptly. He stared at the empty video book and got a grip of himself. He turned his head toward Kalyna. Their glances met and held. Below her vari-coloured forehead creased with deep furrows, her eyes were a deep pool he felt himself being drawn into.
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Ortsana appeared at the double doors with a tray of food. She shuffled into the room, paused and looked at the two of them. As before in his room, her deformed features registered merely as the objective data of a single body. Kalyna rose from her chair, seemed to have recovered her poise and moved toward her. They curved their bodies over the tray and pressed foreheads. Vlas could only see Ortsana’s face profile from his seat and saw her lips quiver but not produce any sound. He watched for the space of several breaths still dazed from the intense video book session but was acutely aware of a pang of need in his belly. 

Ortsana and Kalyna separated, bobbing their heads. Ortsana turned to Vlas and performed a single long bow. He responded with a protracted nod of his head. Ortsana deposited the tray on their desk beside the video book. She glanced at the table at what had been the object of their attention for the past hours, exchanged a series of bobs with Kalyna and left.

“Ortsana not like talk” Vlas observed. 

Kalyna was moving bowls around, her hands not pausing.

“*** Use mouth-talk only when need  *** Need with Vulahsu  *** Most time use body-talk  *** All Soborni same”

Did she mean that their bobbing and full-body greetings were a kind of subliminal communication? Shivers ran up his spine. 

Kalyna moved the video book to one side and arranged the six bowls and two spoons in a diamond pattern pointing to the sunlit window and towards them. With hands and fingers making curlicue motions over each laden bowl, she cradled two in the palm of her hands and stretched her arms out in a horizontal rolling motion toward the light of the window. 

“*** Daizheb gives life!  *** Gives food!  *** Kalyna gives thanks!”  

She brought the bowls to touch her forehead and repeated the gestures with the two other full bowls. Setting them back in place, she turned to Vlas’s wide-eyed stare with a bright smile, picked up the spoons and handed one to Vlas.

“*** Now ready share food”

Taking his spoon, he stifled a grunt and avoided meeting her eyes. Was he indeed ready? Sharing food ceremonially like a savage? 

She darted a glance at him. A wrinkle creased her forehead and froze the smooth flow of her hands but her face quickly composed itself. Vlas started mechanically transferring spoonfuls from the four bowls into his empty one, then into his mouth, hardly aware of the taste of anything. 

He replayed the vistas of the past he had just witnessed in the video book. The scenes of the old society and the viewing experience itself seemed to neutralize the reality of the war’s aftermath. They were something he could build on to give him hope for the future. It would surely only be a question of time before some semblance of that previous normality returned to the planet. If he were able to get more data and equipment, he could accelerate the process. Perhaps he could find and activate more of the antique computers. He still had to determine who had originated that mysterious radio signal before ‘they’ got any further advanced. Or could they work together? They obviously trusted him, amazingly enough. No, it was too chancy. He needed to be in total control. But then again, he was probably limited to solar power. Disse! 

His mind was spinning emptily. His head gave an involuntary jerk. 

Vlas became aware of Kalyna's eyes fixing him quietly.

“*** Thinking makes Vulahsu sick again  *** Better sleep after finish” 

She put the empty bowls on the tray. Vlas was surprised to realize that he had eaten his share after all. He felt revitalized by the meal all the same.

“Vlas need study little more” 

They resumed their language lesson. Using the children's primers, the illustrated encyclopedia, Kalyna's slate board and conversation, he was able to enlarge his vocabulary and increase his fluency. He was, in effect, learning two languages: the present simplified dialect of the island’s new culture and the old, more complicated one from before the Great War that he would soon be able to read well. It might prove useful later if he could retrieve some of that technology. 
The afternoon progressed. SunStar cast longer and longer shadows over their desk until, at one point, Kalyna passed her fingers over the video book for the last time and wiped her slate board clean. The upward set of her mouth and her energetic movements bore witness that she was pleased with his progress. He too was pleased, although on the verge of exhaustion. Soon he might have the keys to unlock this world.

“*** Vulahsu best student” she told him again after moving their materials to a shelf along the wall.

“*** Vulahsu now sleep  *** Get ready for Zobor for boy” 

“Where zobor?” Vlas asked as they were moving in the hallway.

“*** Other side building near garden room” she replied, slowing perceptibly, so that he had to avoid jostling her. 

“*** All Soborni come”

A figure barely discernable as female dressed in a smock the same gray colour and texture as Ortsana’s emerged out of one doorway carrying a bundle. Her limbs and neck emerged pin-like from the empty folds and her head was a completely hairless oval with pink and dark brown skin around red albino eyes. She was going to cross their path. His stomach gave a twitch but slowly calmed. As with Ortsana, her features became merely data points to consider at leisure, but the awareness grew of how different Kalyna was from her. 

The two Soborni leaned into each other and remained in contact with eyes closed for a long time. He saw their lips moving but heard no sounds. 

Why were these people always spending so much time in intensely physical greetings − but not with him? 

The two finally separated and opened their eyes. Tears were trickling down their cheeks. 

“What happen?  Why cry?” he blurted out.

Kalyna indicated the bundle with the palm of her hand. He looked down and saw a tiny blue arm projecting out of a flap of cloth. It had three claw-like fingers growing from a miniscule flap of a hand that was so thin as to be almost transparent. It was also very still. The skin on his scalp tightened. 

Kalyna's face had an expression of anguish. Words slowly came out.

“*** Last baby from Daizheb-Born-Time  *** Born too strange. *** Vulahsu look?”

He turned his head away. Images flooded his mind from his first posting as Security Officer at District 12 Reproduction Clinic: to monitor abortion procedures and investigate nurses’ conspiracy to allow fetuses whose DNA did not conform to New World Order specifications to progress to term. Operating Rooms, opened bodies and bloody disposal trays. He had seen enough of them. Those really deformed ones, would they have had little claws . . .? The skeletal nurse stared at Vlas with an open mouth that matched the shape of her bald head. 

She and Kalyna ‘spoke’.

“Stranger - still - sick”

“Sick  Needs - more - time  Much - study - makes - weak”

“Comes - Zobor?”

“Comes  First - rests  Kalyna - brings - to - hall - later  Daizheb - Spirit - give - Selsena - Peace – Health!”

“Give - Kalyna - Health – Peace!”

After bobbing with Kalyna the figure moved down the hall and around the corner. Kalyna grasped Vlas's arm. The anguished expression on her face flowed into a gentler configuration that smoothed her forehead and tugged her mouth upward. He regained his balance and followed her prompt to start walking. 

“How many baby die?” The words came out in a grumble. 

“*** Before or soon after Daizheb-Born-Time”

He was near exhaustion. 
"When next?" 

“*** Few month  Ustdukh tells”

He curtly nodded his head. All of that could wait. 

They reached his room. 

“*** Vulahsu rest  *** Kalyna comes later”

She started to lean forward toward him but hesitated, bobbed her head several times in his direction and limped away with an extra energy that suggested she was heading for the same destination as the nurse. He threw himself on the cot, stared at the ceiling and closed his eyes. 

He is on Veenaga, standing in the back of an open military van that is moving without any driver along a tree-lined boulevard. The roadway, air-lanes and pedestrian movers are empty of people or traffic. Mirrored facades of high-rises on both sides reflect their solitary passage. He is being taken somewhere for a special presentation. He feels a twitch of apprehension but it is shunted to a glass globe that has the shape of a helmet, hovers around his head and leaves him unmoved. 

The van arrives at a covered stadium which is very familiar to him but he can’t identify. It picks up speed as they enter the flag-bedecked driveway and approach the ceremonial gates. They swing open automatically to allow them to pass swiftly through the outer core and they emerge onto the field. All the seats are filled with motionless figures with incompletely formed features dressed in gray smocks holding a small bundle on one arm and oversized lollipops in the stubby other hand. The field is filled with soldiers in black uniform standing at attention in review formation. They have the same amorphous features as the spectators and are armed with large black syringes which they clasp in front of their chests. The van slows and stops in front of the reviewing stand. It too, is occupied by identically shaped individuals in black uniforms covered with psychedelic patches and clutching giant children's rattles. They have been waiting for him for a long time. Their faces morph into definable features that become more and more familiar, cycling in lockstep: click, click, click . . . He recognizes the first row: Ortsana, Kalyna, Verhdum, Chermak, Ustdukh, the nurse in the corridor and the previous owner of the hospice. Their eyes are on him.

He stands at attention in the back of the vehicle. A shiver runs up his spine and he wants to run away but the sensation is quickly conducted into the globe helmet around his head and neutralized. Although the stadium is packed to the brim, the silence is total, as if the assemblage is waiting for a signal. Why is he here? The heads in the reviewing stand stare at him with cloudy eyes, bark a command and thrust their rattles into the air producing a sound like the cracking open of bones. The soldiers in the field shout a response, clamp their massive needles against their chest, then thrust them diagonally forward. The spectators raise their stubby arms and wave their lollipops. Sealed mouths that are still only buds produce a sound so low it is felt rather than heard. It gradually rises in pitch and volume making the van and his body vibrate. The amorphous sounds become a chant. A word is being spelled out, a name: V U L A H S U !  V U L A H S U !  V – U − L – A – H − S – U ! The stadium reverberates with the sound.

The van passes slowly in front of the saluting stand. Vlas feels he should be returning the salute but his arms are welded to the support bar. The van advances toward the first squad of soldiers and moves up and down between the ranks of saluting embryos. He looks into their budding faces and makes out the beginnings of possible features if brought to term. He passes row after row without being able to acknowledge the salute. The succession of shapeless faces starts to swim before his eyes. Panic rises in his gut. He desperately wants to escape but is powerless to move. The van weaves its rounds and still has much to go. The stadium is ringing with his name. The faces of the soldiers are staring at him malignantly now and he wonders in panic if they will point their weapons against him. Why? Has he done something wrong?! 

The globe is charging up as it absorbs the rush of energy Vlas pours into it. The echoes of his name combine with the machine-gun staccato of the shaking rattles. The pressure in his ears rises to an insane pitch. He has to break away at all costs! He makes a supreme effort − but it is no use. The van, the field of soldiers, the reviewing stand and the whole stadium start to vibrate. The van lists to one side ready to tumble him out. The pitch of the screeching rises higher and higher. He fights to hang on but he’s at the end of his strength. He feels his grip loosening as the vehicle and the stadium turn upside-down and he drops into space. At the final crescendo of deafening sound, the globe around his head explodes in slow motion into razor-edged splinters. There is a moment of terror before the slivers of glass cut into his body. Finally, he knows why he is here. Something he did a long time ago, in another life. He sees the pieces of his flesh and bone fly off, but instead of pain comes a sense of falling away and lightness. Soon there is nothing left of him except the liberation and the gratitude. 
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Wasn't he dead? 

Light filled his eyes and he felt them shrink in their sockets.

“No!”

His face twisted away from the ray of SunStar creeping across the pillow. In the shade he found the welcome of annihilation again briefly, but the spell was broken. The cocoon of nothingness had been breached. Why? Hadn’t he paid the price of admission? 

He was alive. The surface world was waiting for him. There was no escape.

His eyes opened with a start on an unfocused view of wood ceiling beams. Their profiles danced ghost-like back and forth across his vision in converging and diverging lines. A finger of heat began crawling up his neck, getting ready to attack his face again. His head jerked to one side and he closed his eyes. 

He’d had a nightmare and still felt a residue of panic. It had been about Veenaga, an empty city, a field of armed foetuses in a stadium filled with similar creatures assembled to punish him. 

It was true. He had done all those things back there in another lifetime. 

He found himself reliving scenes of his career on Veenaga: his Security postings at the Gynaecological and Maternity Clinics, the urban sweeps for defectives in the ghettos, the ‘Cleanup’ campaign rounding up dissidents in Kargha Prefecture. They fused into clusters with sharp edges that churned relentlessly in his chest. 

His head jerked back and forth on the pillow. 

“No!”

A surge of anger welled up in his gut. 

All of Veenaga had been a nightmare of destructiveness, he a part of it and they both had been savaged in turn. Was it some kind of cosmic retribution? 

But hadn’t he suffered enough? 

Staring at the ceiling he wanted his anger to rise higher but it only made him feel worse. Wasn’t there another option? He raised his head. The rays of sunset were infiltrating the room with a soft golden light that radiated an aura from every object around him. 

His head fell back. Anger was pointless, like he was still back on Veenaga. He closed his eyes. The only option was to admit defeat for the first time in his life. Surrender and give himself up to whatever awaited him. If he had to pay for everything he’d done, he was already in the right place for it.

Sensations of helplessness and bitterness welled up in his chest and he let them achieve their fullness. Surprisingly, they gave him a new sense of solidity and authenticity. He was alive, finally a free man on an impossible planet and with no obligation to kill. He let the scenes flow freely, not caring what destination they were heading for. They now had the quality of astronomical observations of events light years away. 

He glanced upwards.

The details of the ceiling had coalesced and colours and textures jumped out at him with the palpability he had felt earlier that morning. He lost himself in admiration of brown patterns subtly enhanced by black lines. Why had he never noticed things like that before? 

The air was still and moist. He sat up, turned and glanced at the mirror. It was alive with sunbeams still playing on its surface. His head and chest appeared above an area of light-saturated glass. His body, the mass of uncombed hair streaming at all angles from his scalp and the heavy stubble coating his face seemed to be emerging from out of a bed of fire. 

However, his expression had undergone a radical change. His mouth had lost the clamped scowl favoured on Security I.D. patches that he had practised so hard to achieve. His cheeks had developed a new roundness. His eyes, too, were wide open, expressing a vague wildness. A corresponding smile was deepening as if that part of his face was working on a similar circuit. The more he looked, the less it displeased him. Another mystery. He didn’t care. The unkempt filled-out image was a good fit. Letting out a long breath, he relaxed. 

He wanted to produce an agreeable sound corresponding to his new mood. The low-register grunt mandatory on Veenaga wouldn’t do. He pushed his voice to a higher pitch and experimented with a succession of rising and falling tones until they somehow seemed right. He chuckled reflecting on the lunacy of what he was doing, but it made the whole exercise seem even more agreeable. 

Casting a quick glance at the door to the hallway, he playfully tried a ducking motion with his head and neck. It felt stiff and lacking in spontaneity but he knew the occasions for practising wouldn’t be lacking. There were other important questions that were hovering at the edges of his mind but they couldn't get into focus. The last rays of sunset completed their tactical exit. 

He heard steps and saw a yellow glow approaching down the hall. Kalyna entered like an apparition. Her head floated over a flickering lamp that threw restless shadows over the walls and turned her face into an eerie mask. A chill traveled up his spine. He remembered the grotesque light tapestries of a few midnights before, woven with hands and lights against a background of death-heads and overpowering musk. Was everything here based on magic? 

She looked at him closely as she made her way to the table beside the bed.

“Vlas give Kalyna peace health” he ventured, lowering his head to attempt a bob.

She stopped short beside the bed and lifted the lamp closer to his face. Her large mobile eyes seemed to be holding a question.

“*** Health and peace Vulahsu!  *** Rest give you . . .” she paused as if searching for words, “*** new face”, she concluded with a quivering smile.

She placed her hand on his shoulder. The touch on his skin was cool and warm at the same time. Her eyes grew wider and a glow suffused them that ebbed and flowed with the flicker of the flame as her right eye pursued its erratic orbit. He watched her intently taking in her whole expression. There was definitely something other-worldly about their anomalous dance that was attractive. He took a deep breath. This could be dangerous.

Kalyna turned to the table, igniting the lamp there by touching the wicks together. 

“Kalyna still unhappy for dead baby?” 

He looked at her carefully. Her face had resumed its normal slightly puzzled expression. “*** Baby now happy with Daizheb” she replied in a low, steady voice, not looking at him. 

Here it comes. 

She took one lamp and passed it to him. He held it carefully while he swivelled his legs around so that he could get up. 

Standing beside her in the dark, broken only by their minute flames, he reflected on what a bizarre picture they were creating. Veenaga had been flooded with and flattened by synthetic ‘illumination’. Here, the darkness was not cancelled by the light of the flames but together gave objects and contours an enhanced solidity, both exacerbating and enhancing Kalyna’s features and creating an illusion of fantastical intimacy. 

He was aware that she was looking at him. Their eyes met and Vlas was taken aback feeling a flicker of solid human communication in spite of her wayward eyes.

“*** Go now” she said, and moved forward leading the way. 

He followed, holding his lamp ahead of him with both hands. As they entered the hallway, lit only by one lamp at the far end, the sounds in the distance that had barely registered earlier grew louder. They were voices in unison, only now there were more of them. 

Passing by two rooms he saw the glow of a lamp in the depths of each and the limbs of inert bodies but the odours were just odours. His shoulder twitched.

They turned the corner at the double doors illuminated by its lamp set in the paneling. The voices rose and fell in volume and pitch as they went by open windows high in the wall. There was now an odour pervading the air similar to what he had experienced during his healing sessions. Was it a foretaste of what lay ahead? They crossed a spacious lobby whose ceiling was lost in the darkness and Vlas caught a fleeting impression of a patterned stone floor, amorphous shadows of furniture and a staircase sweeping upwards.

A tic of anxiety about what lay ahead went through his body. A ‘celebration’? It was surely actually a funeral. As they approached double doors faintly outlined around the edges, a chant rolled through them. He could finally make out the words.

“*** Help Soborni SaverCome”

Kalyna opened one door silhouetting herself against a large domed hall full of flickering lights and shadows. Waves of heat and sound, various orders of smoke and odours from warm bodies poured out to meet him. He made out a crowd of figures standing just inside holding lamps. An onset of panic struck. 

His chest tightened but momentum carried him through the doorway.
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Vlas’s gut wrenched as he scanned the throng of twisted bodies, misshapen skulls, skins of various textures and hues, skewed off-centre mouths, facial growths, missing noses, bulging chins and throats. grotesque bodies and faces milling about and chanting on circular tiers leading down to a central area. The smoky, heavy air created a buzz in his head. Through the press of shuffling bodies, two reed caskets were visible below. Chermak stood beside one. Verhdum stood beside the other suspending a broad metal plate over his chest. 

Kalyna limped forward and started chanting. Wasn’t she supposed to be his guide? He called out to her, she turned and paused her chanting. 

“*** Vulahsu walk slow behind Kalyna”

A space in the press of bodies opened up and he became the subject of stares all around. He took a deep breath and stepped down one tier behind her. 

One old male with red skin and twisted spine made a deep bow to Vlas and Kalyna. She bent her forehead against his, Vlas hesitated but felt he needed to do something. He dipped his head and received a toothless grimace from the scarred face. 

Kalyna started bobbing foreheads with other neighbours. He clenched his teeth and stepped behind her. The chant went on in a high-pitched monotone mixed with inhaled hums and clicks.

“*** Soborni make farewell  *** Boy Kheruv baby Solasha”

“*** Better life  *** With Daizheb  *** In his Palace”
“*** Soborni live  *** Soborni die”
“*** Only Spirit  *** Live forever”
“*** Help us SaverCome”  
They were all so close together with their lamps. How could they prevent jostling each other and burning themselves? How would Chermak react to his presence this time? Did Chermak and Verhdum even notice his arrival? 

Verhdum struck the metal plate producing a loud reverberant tone and the chanting and shuffling broke off. In the silence the assembly turned toward the center and performed a waist-deep bow. Chermak raised her head and put her arms out to the crowd on the tiers.

“*** Make farewell boy Kheruv baby Solasha  *** Daizheb welcomes Kheruv  *** Welcomes Solasha to Daizheb Palace  *** Soborni try forget pain  *** Remember Daizheb promise SaverCome”

Two couples slowly moved down and took up position alongside the two caskets. If they were the parents of the children, they were as mismatched in age, condition and appearance as if chosen completely at random. One apparent female was an adult with gray-streaked hair while her mate was a tall adolescent hardly out of puberty. With the other couple it was the opposite. What could possibly be the process of selection? Certainly not attractiveness. Union of the most disparate? 
Verhdum looked up, seeming to have noticed his and Kalyna’s arrival. He whispered to Chermak and sounded another lingering brassy note. Chermak turned her body in Vlas’s direction, raised an arm pointing toward him and made a slow sweep around the room with the other arm. 

“*** Soborni welcome stranger  *** Vulahsu from other world  *** Vulahsu sky ship crash  *** Vulahsu not die  *** Soborni heal stranger  *** Vulahsu now strong  *** Friend of boy Kheruv  *** Now Vulahsu meets all Soborni  *** Says farewell Kheruv  *** Soborni give stranger help  *** Stranger gives Soborni help  *** Work together only way  *** Soborni!  *** Welcome Vulahsu!”

The assembly turned toward Vlas and bowed three times raising their arms and lamps. A sing-song chant broke out.

“*** Vulahsu welcome!”  “*** Soborni happy  *** Welcome stranger”  “*** Help each other  *** Help Soborni!”

This was more hopeful. A minimum of protocol was in order. It didn't have to be very long. He did his best to make a deep bow. Somehow, he would get through this. He was about to give his military salute, but caught himself in time. Old habits wouldn’t carry him through this confrontation. He cleared his throat and improvised another bow. 

“Vlas thank Soborni for help heal  Vlas not forget  Want help Soborni  Do what possible”

It was some relief to be able to express himself, however badly. 

Kalyna looked at Vlas with a wry smile. Chermak continued.

“*** Ustdukh says boy Kheruv messenger from Daizheb  *** Says Daizheb soon sends SaverCome  *** Soborni wait  *** Soborni hope  *** Kheruv now goes to Daizheb Palace  *** Soborni feel lost” 

Were they really serious about throwing this ‘SaverCome’ mantle over him? What if he had other plans? Right now, just to get through the night with his sanity intact.

He nodded and looked away. Grotesque tearful faces staring at him were now mouthing individual chants. Arms and lamps stretched out to him. He struggled not to tune into their intensity. 

Kalyna led him by the hand further down the steps. 

Partly visible in gaps between shoulders and heads, the two bodies lay in their caskets set on trestles between Verhdum and Chermak. Other individuals were also making their way down to the central area and interacting with the parents standing beside their dead child. After a drawn-out bob to the parents and a mumbled interchange, they bent low and touched their foreheads to the child and returned to their original position on the tiers. 

Was he supposed to imitate? Not likely!

The air was getting bad. Vapours were curling up from braziers set into the wall and disappearing into the haze floating above their heads. In addition to an onset of dizziness he felt twitches of resentment. Had they no further interest in his welfare, only their own concerns? 

He looked up at the dome curving in black from wall to wall. The resemblance to the Command Deck on his ship was uncanny. A shimmering round patch in one section increased his dizziness and made him momentarily lose his balance. He shook his head vigorously. Was the smoke in his eyes playing tricks? No, it was probably just a moon, a real one, not a hologram. He remembered with a pang the cool isolation of his cabin on the ship. Its offer of remoteness and refuge was tantalizing but it didn't fool him. He knew it was a delusion. Perhaps all this was, too. 

The buzz in his head intensified. The tall doors around the rotunda seemed to be bulging outwards from the press of people and fumes. He made an effort to collect himself. It might be cooler lower down. Kalyna was beside him. He hadn’t been abandoned. 

He kept his eyes on Kalyna as she manoeuvred carefully down the tiered steps, bobbing to whoever loomed in front of them, while he paused and nodded awkwardly. He took pride in the fact that the lamp in his hand was steady and never threatened anyone's passage. 

These weren’t savages, just decrepit mutants. 

Another gong resounded and chanting resumed.

“*** Soborni make farewell Kheruv Solasha”

“*** Daizheb welcomes Kheruv Solasha”

“*** Soborni forget pain”

“*** Remember Daizheb promise SaverCome”

He was now closer to the two caskets and suddenly wondered why he had come down there. Was there something he had forgotten? Something he needed to say to Kalyna? Right now, he had no need to say anything. He had to do a minimum of protocol. It would soon be over. Plans to think about.

Kalyna approached Chermak. They bobbed foreheads murmuring to each other, then Kalyna stepped over to the parents by the first casket.

Vlas drew up to Chermak. Although her back was stooped, she held her head high. He held his breath. Her deep-set glazed eyes seemed only minimally focused on him but her wrinkled face did produce a wan smile. 

“*** Vulahsu welcome  *** Meet Soborni  *** Say farewell boy Kheruv”

He breathed more easily. It didn’t look like she was going to go into one of her trances. They exchanged bows and Vlas moved on toward Kalyna by the first casket. He reached out and touched her shoulder as she was bobbing to the couple beside the casket. She straightened up with a speed that pleased him. She turned to him and her wayward eye started to wander in its orbit in a way that he found so fascinating. She gave him something almost like a smile. He was sure of it. A shock wave ran up and down his spine. 

But something happened. Something closed down behind her eyes and slipped away. Was it anything he had done? 

Her body bent down to the child almost completely covered in leaves and flowers. The two foreheads contacted for a long moment then separated. She turned toward him again and he saw her blink but something got in the way once more and her eyes remained downcast. Was that a message? He waited for confirmation but her face wouldn't help him. 

That was all right. She had already received his message. 

Passing by the parents he bowed, but their heads stayed bent over. He looked down at the dead infant and shuddered. Through its covering of yellow blossoms and aromatic red and green leaves the gray body looked pinched, as if it had been squeezed in a press. He felt a cramp of repulsion mixed with another more elusive emotion. 

The boy in the next casket was waiting for him. Vlas bowed to the parents whose faces were numb. It was a shock to see the boy lying quietly but with his knees and elbows splayed outwards beyond the edges of the casket, as if protesting his confinement. The boy had been so alive. Now he was dead. How did that happen? He wasn’t responsible for this death! It wasn't right. 

He puzzled over the boy's features that appeared as intense in death as they had been in life, unlike casualties he had seen in battle. What was death anyway? Where did life go? He had never considered that before. He saw Kalyna beside Verhdum. She was watching him. That was good. It would help him do the right thing. Actually, it was quite simple. The boy had tried to give him something of value. It had been a gesture worthy of a friend. It deserved recognition. He was about to give the boy the clenched fist salute but instead put his hand on the boy's cold and bony shoulder. His fingers pressed in, willing some of their heat to the flesh below, however uselessly. It was the best he could do. He hoped the boy would appreciate it, wherever he was.

Verhdum struck the disk. Was it going to be another bowing and chanting session? No, everyone had now passed by the parents and the caskets. They were now formed in concentric rows on the tiers. Kalyna reached out to his elbow and turned him to stand beside herself, Verhdum, Chermak and the parents to face all the Soborni. Her touch on his arm was gentle but her pull surprisingly firm. He took a deep breath. 

He looked up at the tiers of deviant Soborni standing and chanting.

A moment of clarity cut through the haze in his head. Wasn’t he an aberration too, a victim like them? They were all victims here, himself included! Tremors went up and down his body. 

He wasn’t going to be able to handle much more of this. If only he could close his eyes and tune out of the situation, but he needed to keep himself alert.

Two steps away from him, Verhdum’s gong clanged in his ears.

Chermak's voice came from the end of a tunnel.

“*** Soborni! Soborni!  *** All take leave boy Kheruv baby Solasha *** Not hold back  *** Let go”

Every body in the hall bowed and responded in chorus.

“*** Soborni take leave  *** Not hold back”  

“*** Soborni all give Solasha Kheruv thanks” 

“*** Happy share short life together”

A voice cut in.

“*** Mother Doroka Mother Kostole look not happy  *** Need find peace” 

Two fathers’ voices beside him responded slowly, one by one.

“*** Father makes peace  *** Mother not”

“*** Easy find words  *** Hard find feeling  *** Doroka not find peace”

The two mothers had been silent, their heads down and twitching, their cheeks wet. Chermak spoke.

“*** Doroka Kostole not find peace  *** Soborni understand  *** How Soborni help Soborni mother?”

There was a long silence. Vlas heard deep breaths being taken by the parents close by and his neighbours on the next tier. The pause lengthened and he became aware of loud inhaling and exhaling on all the tiers. Kalyna’s voice broke the silence.

“*** Soborni make Speelmysl help both mother?”

Chermak took the question up.

“***What Soborni say?  *** Make Speelmysl?  *** Give help?” 

A murmur of assent arose from all sides.

“*** Make Speelmysl!  *** Help both mother”

Vlas mused about this new word 'speelmysl’. The Disse only knew what they were up to now!

Chermak thumped her staff five times.

“*** Great Daizheb Spirit!  *** Help Mother Doroka  *** Help Mother Kostole find peace!”

The sound of rhythmic breathing became stronger and it was actually quite soothing, reminding him of surf breaking on a beach. He let the sounds carry him along alleviating the buzzing inside his head. The whole assembly joined hands and started swaying back and forth. A new energy started building in the overheated room. His body was tight between his neighbours: Verhdum on his left and Kalyna on his right, but he was barely aware of them. Whimpers and gasps were coming from someone a few places up from him. The reprieve of soothing beach sounds dissolved. 

They've all already spent time with each child! Wasn't that enough? 

His foreboding was interrupted by Chermak.

“*** Help Soborni Great Daizheb! *** Help Soborni mother!”

A female voice further up called out.

“*** Soborni not afraid go deeper!”

Chermak repeated.

“*** Help Soborni Great Daizheb!  *** Help Doroka  *** Help Kostole  *** Soborni not afraid go deeper  *** Soborni call Daizheb!  *** Call Daizheb!”

There was a sudden gasp and a rasping intake of air from the first tier. Vlas glanced upwards in alarm. The bent head of a short albino woman was rolling from side to side. Her mouth opened. The voice that issued in Old Lahskan was strong and contained male and female registers. 

“WHO SEEKS ME? WHO SEEKS DAIZHEB?”

Cold sweat broke out on Vlas’s forehead. 

A chorus of whispers sprang up from around the assembly.

“*** Daizheb speaks!”

Chermak's voice called out.

“*** Great Daizheb!  *** Great Spirit!  *** Soborni seek comfort for two mother  *** Son Kheruv daughter Solasha  *** Go to Daizheb Palace”

The multi-chromatic voice resounded once more. 

“CHILDREN NOT FAR  CAN SPEAK”

A swaying juvenile raised his abnormally large head. Staring dully, he opened his mouth. The voice issuing with perfect clarity was that of a young girl. 

“Solasha happy Daizheb Palace! 
Learns  Plays  
Makes ready new life other worlds 

Solasha not far Ma-Kostole! 
Watches Protects 
Ma-Kostole soon has new child  

This one not die  

Now Solasha returns Daizheb Palac . . .”

The voice cut off abruptly. The youngster on the tier closed his eyes and his head fell to his chest. After a moment of silence other swaying Soborni from around the hall spoke up.

“*** Soborni thank Great Daizheb!” 

“*** Solasha speaks to mother!  *** Gives peace” 
Out of the corner of his eye Vlas saw the mother of the infant raise her head. There were traces of relief on her thin lips.

“*** Kostole thanks Great Spirit!  *** Kostole knows Solasha happy!  *** Finds peace now”

Chermak's voice spoke.

“*** Chermak thanks Great Spirit  *** Now hear Kheruv?”

The stooped body of an old woman on the second tier started to tremble. Her mouth began to distort, waves of skin rippled across her cheeks up and down her throat and into her body shuddering beneath her robe. His gut tightened. Was she going to explode like a grenade?

The woman’s tremors subsided and her face took on a serene cast. Arms and legs contracted, but then straightened to full height. Out of her new mouth a bell-like boy’s voice issued.

“Ma-Doroka not have sad heart

Kheruv happy in Daizheb Palace 
Kheruv’s body now perfect 

Now flies any place

Works together with Spirits from many worlds
Helps Daizheb give message 

Kheruv not forget Ma-Doroka 
When Ma-Doroka needs Kheruv 

Kheruv comes 
Gives peace Ma-Doroka 
Kheruv wants help Soborni 

Kheruv already gave Soborni message 
Daizheb promised send SaverCome  

Kheruv gave message gave proof

Now SaverCome there 

Kheruv’s work finished 

Now Soborni work begins 
Listen SaverCome 
Work together 

Now Kheruv goes back to Daizheb Palace . . .” 
The boy’s clear voice faded away. The old lady's body shivered to its original bent-over shape. 

Vlas was stunned. He hadn't even been breathing. His chest now imploded in a gasping intake of air. Kalyna tightened her grip on his arms.

Chermak's voice cried out.

“*** Soborni thank Great Spirit!  *** Great Spirit gives both mother peace  *** Gives Soborni hope  *** Gives message SaverCome true”

The two mothers bowed deeply and kept their posture for breath after breath. When they finally straightened up tears were streaming down both faces and they had an expression of release. 

Not Vlas. His mind was racing and his gut was in turmoil. He took long, deliberate breaths.

This has been a trap. I’ve been ambushed but it’s worse than anything in combat. I don’t care how much benefit these creatures get out of this. I don’t like it. I won’t have any of it!

The great voice resumed.

“ALL SOBORNI NOT BE AFRAID  DAIZHEB KEEPS PROMISE  REMEMBER ME ALWAYS. REMEM . . .”

The albino woman’s head shook, she straightened up and opened her eyes. She seemed disoriented and looked around her. Her neighbour leaned over and pressed his forehead against hers. 

Kalyna looked over at Chermak. 

“***Speelmysl good Ma-Chermak!  *** Gives Doroka Kostole peace  *** Gives all Soborni new hope  *** Kheruv says SaverCome here”

Murmurs arose around the room. He heard stomping.

“*** Speelmysl good  *** Gives peace gives hope”  “*** Kheruv says SaverCome here!”

Chermak raised her hand. 

“***Kheruv says SaverCome here  *** SaverCome promise now full?  *** Soborni wait so long”

There was a wave of murmurs and more stomping. 

“*** Kheruv says two time  *** When live  *** Now from Daizheb Palace!”  *** Why make doubt?”  “*** Daizheb gives chance change Soborni life”  “*** Soborni village not die”

Voices expressed caution.

“*** Soborni wait long time  “*** Stranger from other world  *** Other feeling”  “*** How Soborni know sure?”  “*** Vulahsu looks strange  *** Looks not happy  *** Not have peace”

Vlas was staring at the floor with his head down. 

Verhdum spoke up.

“*** Kheruv says stranger Vulahsu SaverCome?  *** Daizheb not say  *** Vulahsu not look ready  *** Soborni wait more?  *** Make Speelmysl again ask Daizheb?” 

There was an increase of murmurs, stomping and swaying. Some Soborni were squirming uncomfortably while still locked into their neighbours’ arms. Kalyna was also looking confused, glancing continually at Vlas staring at the floor and pressing harder on his arm. 

The agitation was approaching a climax when there was a crack from one of the outside doors. It was pulled open brusquely and Ustdukh bounded into the hall extinguishing some of the lamps in the vicinity. His face bore an broad grin as he stepped boldly down the tiers holding something high in the air. 

Vlas’s skin prickled as Ustdukh brushed past him leaving a trail of odours. Ustdukh dashed up to Chermak, passed Kheruv’s statuette over to her and mumbled in her ears. Chermak held the carved face close to her eyes and stared at Vlas’s. She held it up to the Soborni and smiled.

“***Here piece Kheruv make before die  *** Before sees stranger Vulahsu!  *** Face same Vulahsu  *** Show all Soborni”

Chermak passed the statuette to Kalyna. As she looked it over, her wayward eye began dancing in its orbit and she passed the statuette to Vlas looking intently at him. He glanced down at its features. Yes, there was a facial resemblance. It was actually startling, but it didn’t matter any more. 

He handed the statuette to Verhdum, who stared at it and passed it on. The statuette made its way up and along the tiers, accompanied by loud, happy comments. Kalyna turned to Vlas and pressed against his side. 

Her face had a particularly beguiling expression, but his decision had been made. 

2:01

The line road leading to the crash site was apparently a double-track maglev system. It continued straight as an arrow between irregularly spaced canopies of trees showing signs of genetic damage: alternating stunted and overly profuse trunks and branches, knobs and burls of all sizes extruding from them at odd angles or leaves that were of different shapes and hues of green. From his right came flashes of the sea through the intervening foliage. To his left the plateau rose massively, its heights covered in wisps of mist.

He gaped in astonishment gazing upwards as he walked along the narrow central walkway. It was his first unobstructed view of an entire segment of the cliff face since leaving the Soborni three days before. He remembered the scene inside his ship’s ICM as it flew over the island. The yellow tracings of NAVCOMP’s radar shimmering in the hologram had registered only shallowly in his attention. Now he was staring at the reality behind them. 

A three-dimensional layering of strata stretched along the massif as far as he could see in both directions. Each descending level had the contours of an actual terrace. Colouration varied vertically from pink to yellow to green to blue down the steep slope. From time to time a burst of water gushed from one terrace to the other below. They must be natural filtration banks on a stupendous scale. 

The atmosphere above the island could not help being affected by the sheer scale of the feature, creating a very special micro-climate, and along with other emanations of the calderas, possibly a protective ionizing capsule that had retarded radioactive fallout. 

The vidbook had shown him that the island had been a major spa resort. Perhaps it was also curative waters that made Soborna Island the only surviving enclave of human life on the planet that he was aware of − and accounted for the number of wrecked vessels in the harbour of the Old Town where he now had his base camp. Were the Soborni descendants of early escapees or local residents? 

It didn’t matter. He was eager to forget the episodes in the ICM before his crash landing and his escape from the madness of the Soborni hospice seemed a lifetime away. He was his own man now and felt remarkably fit. His lungs expanded in the sun and warm air bathing his face. He continued on his way swinging his staff, delighting in the amazing vistas on each side. 

A metallic glitter on the track in the distance caught his eye. What came into view was a passenger transport lying derelict on a viaduct spanning a ravine.

An explosion from the war must have caught the coaches broadside, but they were far enough away from the epicentre that they were still attached to the central guideway in the track. All the windows had been blasted away and his feet crunched over the transparent debris strewn over the walkway below the accumulated litter. Greenery had sprung up through the window frames angled. He passed one opening that emitted a fetid odour. Not knowing the size of its possible four-legged inhabitant, he gripped his staff, sprinted across the viaduct and reached the tangled overgrowth on ground-level. 

As SunStar reached its peak over his head, he was sure he was close to his destination. He glanced around and something else caught his attention. To the north-east of the track line the tops of what had been the parabolic array loomed in the distance. It might be worth a visit later.

The landscape was now changing radically. Needle-like rocks rising to the height of the trees were strewn haphazardly throughout the intervening forest. Sulphurous vapours rose from the ground between them and the jungle-like vegetation became more sporadic. It was no surprise that NAVCOMP couldn’t find a flat area to land. It was like landing in a minefield − and with predictable consequences.

The vidbook had aligned the location of the crash site with three symmetrical peaks rising off the central plateau. As soon as they were in line, he would veer off to the left. It meant a lot of zigzagging through what looked like really inhospitable terrain. He must keep an eye out for those peaks.

2:02

He moved cautiously, twisting his way through the scrub and rough terrain. His heart skipped a beat as he turned around a boulder and caught sight of his ship impaled by a pinnacle of rock with a long gash in its side. In free fall the ship must have pivoted over and slammed against it, splitting the hull between Command Deck and Deck 2 and tearing open the hatches. There was a makeshift wooden ladder against the hatch leading to Command Deck. 

His mouth twisted into a grimace. So, this is what it had all come down to. After traversing intergalactic space, he had emerged into this anomalous corner of the cosmos and reached a planet that had appeared from nowhere − only to be speared on one of its rocks. A failed mission for a failed life, but there were a few things he could salvage, one thing in particular that would be very useful. Perhaps he could achieve a small victory after all.

He had to give the mutant Soborni credit. First, a flashing point of light coming down over their heads in the middle of the night. Then they must have seen the last-minute flare. A curse from the past? How had they gotten the nerve and courage to follow up on it? The wreck itself must have been a terrifying sight. Then they entered the ship and rescued him. Something to think about later. 

Deck 3 held Hyperspace, planetary drive and ship’s mains powered by Q - Field crystals, now depleted. Living quarters were on Deck 2. There would be time another day to do more extensive salvaging in his cabin if it was accessible. It was his ICM on Command Deck that held what he was interested in. 

He stepped gingerly toward the open hatch. Was anything living there now? He climbed up the ladder and peered inside. Just dry leaves, twigs and droppings. He lay his staff inside, secured the knife in his belt, the bag on his shoulder and pulled himself into the airlock adjacent to Control Deck. Suddenly there was loud flapping. He ducked his head to one side as a compact mass of winged creatures hurtled twittering past his face. He smiled wryly. The ship’s new occupants had come out to greet him. 

He entered the now almost vertical Command Deck and peered around the domed cabin steeling himself against the onset of memories. The open hatches behind him and the gash in the hull gave enough light to orient himself but the skewed perspective, odours of stale vegetation and fermenting dung mitigated any cues of familiarity. 

He did a quick survey. The three ICMs were disposed vertically beside each other on what had been the floor of Command Deck and was now a wall. His had opened automatically on impact but not the unoccupied ones. His emergency cache was built into the bottom of the couch of his ICM. He pulled himself carefully inside. Bird spatter, twigs, bits of fluff and dust covered all of the internal surfaces including the faulty blood-stained belts. He located the cache but muttered a loud curse. The drawer was open and empty.

The unit must have dropped out in the crash. Since it wasn’t lying anywhere inside the now upright ICM, it had to be somewhere outside with the debris he had ignored. He backed out of the module and dropped on all fours. His heavy blade scraped aside the accumulated detritus lying on the new flooring. Dust rose in a choking cloud but he paid it no mind. Rooting around with his blade and bare hands he worked over the whole area under and around his and the other ICMs but found nothing. He likewise scoured the airlock ‘floor’. Could the contents of the cache have fallen through the gash in the hull? Impossible. Its location on the circumference of the hull was too high. 

He considered whether he should try to access the two other ICMs. But each unit was keyed to its owner and could not be recalibrated to other individuals without the code stored in the ship’s defunct memory banks. Any spurious attempt to use them would be unfruitful to put it mildly.

His blade slammed against the flooring of the ICM. His side-arm had been deliberately removed. It could only have been the Soborni and only one name came to mind. 

His last resort was the cabinet holding beam carbines, but it was now on the new ceiling and totally beyond his reach. He made out a number of shrapnel burns on its front panel. Probably a lost cause there anyway.

He snorted in disgust. This was not the salvage operation he had envisioned, bad news for his plans for hunting, personal security − and the possibility of an enhanced role with the Soborni he had been toying with. 

He was not going to leave empty-handed. He returned to his ICM. The portable vidlog that had monitored and recorded both his and STARSCOUT’s performance was still hanging by its interconnect. He picked it up, brushed off the detritus and thumb-printed power on. Its Q-pack was still operational. A red glow flashed momentarily and became ready for new input. He grunted with satisfaction as he unplugged it and stuffed it in his bag. He was a free man now, not answerable to anyone. It would be an entertaining souvenir. 

The drawer with the medkit was behind the headrest. He took the unit out and powered it up. Green numbers scrolled by as it reconfigured itself. He was tempted to try a test probe but powered off and stowed it for later. He located an extra tunic and foot wear in another drawer and stowed them too. The emergency rations he could forego, they were bulky and tasteless. His new diet was far superior. 

He gave a quick glance at the ICM’s control panel that had been his lifeline to survival. That chapter too was finished. His fingers tapped out a dusty ‘Thank you and goodbye’ on the keypad. 
2:03

He took the second haunch of tilopa from the grill and walked over to the table on the terrace overlooking the harbour. A blast in the war had levelled most of the town above but spared the boating club built into the bluff. Along with the new-growth forest, it served his purposes perfectly and was now his base camp. Here, north of the Soborni’s farthest fields and pastures, he could hunt and have the privacy, peace and quiet he needed. 

Cutlery, utensils and assorted pieces of furniture within its cave-like rooms had survived the lethal energy almost intact, but the electronic items he found strewn on the floor had their circuitry fused by the blast’s electro-magnetic pulse. Compared to his Veenaga expeditions, this was luxury camping. 

The tilopa could use seasoning but at least it was good solid breakfast food, unlike the bland pap of the Soborni diet. As he chewed on the meat, his mind turned over the details of yesterday’s trip. 

His weapon had been found and removed. By who and for what purpose? 

The Soborni were plant-eaters and did no hunting or trapping. In the few days before his ‘escape’ he had wandered freely through the Soborni village and never seen any trace of the beam gun, let alone attempts to activate it. Had the weapon been hidden, or − worst case − attempts made to access or destroy it? They would only lead to consequences difficult to cover up in that tightly knit community. Was it Ustdukh, expanding his collection of ancient artifacts?

He had been looking forward to a fire-arm for stalking and getting game in its sights but had to admit that skills from his training days − foot-hold snares and hang-traps − had their own attraction. His present rounds took him through a maze of paths and trails created by wildlife scurrying to watering holes in the streams that had re-established themselves. All the game was small, hardly worthy of fire-arm attention. As for his personal security, the Soborni themselves were hardly a security risk.

But there was another issue. Ordnance would also have opened up for him interesting prospects for a potential leadership role with the Soborni: something like an ancient chief or little Ograrch himself. 

He took a deep breath. Enforce his authority at the point of a beam gun? That would be a very tricky business. 

He grunted and shifted his position on the chair. 

The side arm had been his for a long time. He had been robbed of a prized possession. He was used to its heft and capabilities, dialable from stun to lethal. The thought that it might be in Ustdukh’s possession rankled. He grumbled but realized that, all in all, the weapon was probably a low priority, although a discrete visit to the mad dwarf at the right time would not be out of place. He finished gnawing on the bone and threw it over the twisted metal railing. 

Once again, he picked up the medkit that had confirmed his robust condition, admired its smooth contours and enjoyed its cool touch. An idea flashed into his mind. This was something he could proudly show to the Soborni to kick-start them possibly in a new direction, given the daring they had shown in rescuing him. 

Unexpectedly, images of Kalyna sprang to a focus in his head − sitting beside her at his language lessons as she held her arm naturally against his, her otherworldly wayward eye and her spirited planetary dance that ended with exposure of her perfectly formed feet and toes. 

He sat up with a start. This was getting him nowhere. It was time to check the snares. 

Vlas retrieved his bush-slashing blade and his game bag and started up the stairway to the Old Town. Incorporated into the natural contours of the bluff, lower sections of the stairs were intact, others − rubble. The twisted rail track next to it now resembled a snake’s burnt-out backbone. The closer he got to the top, the more the exposed surfaces of the rock had a crystallized patina that, depending on the angle of the sun, dazzled his eyes uncomfortably. 

As he rounded the crest of the bluff, he did a visual sweep of the terrain. Lush forest had established itself throughout but the blast had not totally levelled the more solidly constructed buildings. Some perimeter walls were left standing, emerging from the heaps of rubble on each side like ancient megaliths. What remained was enveloped by vines, bushes and trees that took advantage of every crack, niche and crevice as they reclaimed the land. Semi-intact walkways and metalized road surfaces amid the debris remained as glades within the new forest giving the site a ghostly semi-civilized aspect that had a strange attraction for him. 

Walking through the ruins in the woods gave him a boost of energy. What he found particularly interesting were the stacks of empty black cubes on distorted metal frameworks placed along the old avenues. He suspected they were holograms RFID-ed to individual passers-by or flitters as was customary in Veenaga. For surveillance or just commerce? This must have been a very personalized control-driven society quite like Veenaga.

There were bones and skeletons scattered in the undergrowth but the only interesting human artifact he had come across was a fused gold chain and amulet encircling a young kaula tree trunk that grown through a rib cage. He cut it out, now wore it around his neck and did his best to ignore the other remains lying concealed by plant life. 

From the size of the walls and heaps of rubble protruding through the greenery this must have been the island’s commercial and administrative centre. Trekking along warped metalized pathways, he made out vestiges of inscriptions in the old script he had learned from Kalyna’s vidbook: Ministry of Water Management, Soborna Power Corporation, Ministry of Defence Enterprises: “Entry Restricted to Authorized Personnel!”, Lahska-Line Teleconnections, "Galaxy Insurances: Saving Your Life!". 
He stepped carefully along the path he had created from what had probably been the main plaza to the stream emerging from a ruined culvert. Small game was abundant here, but had also suffered its share of genetic damage. It had taken him two days to overcome his squeamishness. Yesterday's leg-hold catch had been good: two medium-size tilopa rodents, not too disfigured, with rather fatty meat and not too gamy. He hung them to dry in the sun to save for a rainy day. He would survive without ordnance. 
Nothing caught yet in this sector. Having made his usual loop around the old business centre to the west without finding any catch, he decided to spend the day exploring the parabolic array he had glimpsed yesterday from the elevated maglev line. He could expect the same level of destruction as in the old town but felt compelled to visit the site on general principle, to work up the urge to push ahead and to look for intact electronics. He would eventually find out how Kalyna’s vidbook had managed to survive but today would just try his luck.

The coastal road led north along a once-broad boulevard now reduced to walkable patches amid the sections of the pavement that had heaved up from the heat blast as high as his chest. As a result, while the original roadway ran straight, he had to snake back and forth among the slabs and the trees, bushes and vines invading from the margins. Although the undergrowth was trying its best to reclaim the whole width of the roadway, a lane soon appeared and, judging from the piles of branches along the side was being maintained. Was it the work of the Soborni? 
2:04

There was a break in the tree line ahead and to his right. Drifting into view in the distance above the canopy of green was the partial outline of the parabolic array he had glimpsed on his visit to the crash site two days ago. Kalyna said it had been used to attempt interstellar communications. The vidbook yesterday had confirmed that it had served as part of a global communication network. It might be worth his while to root around for other artifacts like the vidbook that had survived the wars. He might get lucky today. Or had Ustdukh harvested them all? If the array didn’t pan out, he could perhaps scavenge some useful metal.

The sound of flowing water came from up ahead. A large pool appeared on the left that submerged the road which continued on the other side of it and disappeared under the overhanging trees. Upstream, huge boulders had created a chain of miniature pools. The roadway had apparently been engineered as a partial dam, as there was no sign of ground or paving displacement. Tiny scallop-shaped booths scattered through the foliage lined the banks of the main pool. Was this still in use by the Soborni for some unknown function? The reason the trail was cleared? 

The mid-day heat was oppressive and he had been feeling a nagging sense of discomfort all morning. The pool looked deep and inviting. He took off his footwear and walked along the roadway into ankle-deep water and a current that tugged at his feet. Although the pool seemed free of rocks or obstructions, he would only make a shallow dive. He stripped off his tunic and set his gear on the grass to one side. 

His feet gripped the edge of the paving and he launched himself with full force. His body sliced under the surface in a long white furrow. It was superb. He opened his eyes underwater and scanned ahead and to the sides. The bottoms of two boulders emerged eerily out of the yellow-green distance. Man-made walls shoring up both banks of the pool loomed through the clumps of weeds. 

Fronds of brown grasses were waving under and all around him. Were they gesturing? He had never really enjoyed the underwater world. His initial thrill gave way to an involuntary shiver. Escaping air bubbled around his face. He glanced downward. A shape on the bottom of the pool gave him a start. It wasn’t natural but fascinating. He tensed his chest to delay the need to breathe. 

He had seen the feature before, but from another medium. Approaching Lahska, ship’s radar had painted a holographic image of the island as it searched for a landing site. He had below him now a solid model of its teardrop shape, the central plateau with its five calderas, the terraces, the line road and a mock-up of the Old Town, the harbour and tall overlapping breakwaters. The great array that was the goal of this day's trek lay with its parabola aimed upwards and pointing directly at him. 

The water suddenly turned chilly and shivers ran up and down his spine. His head broke the surface with an explosion of spray and he gulped a lungful of air. His body began to shake uncontrollably. Disjointed images flashed before his eyes too rapidly to register. His chest and knees folded in on themselves and he started to sink despite his flailing arms. He tried to turn on his side but his body refused to co-operate. 

A cramp cut into his belly like a knife. Fluids belched out of his mouth and floated downstream in a yellow film. Water entered his nose and mouth but he was able to seal off his throat at the last moment. His body had been carried down by the current, his feet scraped against the edge of the roadway and brought reassurance. They found bottom and he raised his chest out of the water. He coughed out most of what he had almost swallowed and took a long rasping breath. 

He didn't understand! What was there to get panicky about? He had achieved so much already this past week! It was a challenge but he was surviving and even thriving on his own. Another interesting challenge, a leadership role with the mutant Soborni could still be in the cards, becoming a chief, a little Ograrch himself. 

His head shook involuntarily.

The pang of uneasiness remained in his gut. His breathing became laboured and he suddenly felt chilly again. There was a patch of sunlight to the right on the bank beside the roadway. The nausea reasserted itself, but he had more control this time and he staggered over in its direction. His knees swivelled him onto the dry land and he dropped to the ground retching. 
Another twitch of panic welled up out of the nausea. A series of rapid-fire images coalesced into a recognizable scene. 

He is in a shallow tank of icy water in the ‘rehab’ Security ward at regional HQ. His body is strapped to a metal frame. The teknos in black uniform are applying electrodes to his temples and shaved skull. It’s a ‘reformation’ session after his ‘crack-up’ during the Second Dissident Wipe-up Campaign. He failed to give the order to execute a group of wounded prisoners. The pain is excruciating. They keep dialling it up at the consoles. He screams and blacks out. 

He is four years old. The fires in the cave have gone out and the children are afraid to venture outside to look for wood. Their parents have been gone for two days. There has been the rumble of far-off explosions. He is cold and hungry. He doesn’t understand. Why have they abandoned him? His parent’s embrace was so long and strong that morning as they and the others set off with their weapons. Something bad was happening. He doesn’t understand. 

The shock troopers enter the cave with guns drawn. They laugh and joke about having wiped out the last of the ‘filthy Dissidinks’. He and the youngest children are taken away as candidates for ‘re-education’. The older ones are rounded up outside and marched off. There are screams and the crack of beam guns from a nearby gully.

He was stunned. How could he have forgotten all that? 

Of course. There were episodes in his history that were just a blur: mandatory ‘summer camp’ in the mountains as a ‘new trainee’, wearing special ‘IQ-enhancing’ holovid helmets, strobes flashing and his ears buzzing with inputs, but he could never remember exactly about what, except − he had been abandoned by his own parents. Only the New Order cared for him.

He sat up in a cold sweat. The bad taste in his mouth wasn't only due to the food he had brought up but was fused with something more visceral. 

Anger. . . 

At what? At who? 

Everyone. Everything. 

His life. Himself. The waste of it all. His pathetic attempts to fit in, despite pinpricks of doubt. 

It had all been engineered. He had been ‘re-educated’ to turn into a killer and to forget. 

He held the knot of anger focussed in his gut and forced himself to breathe into it, then out of it again and again until the contractions eased and the pain was manageable. 

The sun warmed and dried his skin, confronted and penetrated the anger. There came a flood of later images: broken and torn bodies of men, women and children in the urban slums and extermination camps of Veenaga, captured and terminated Dissident hospitals, forced euthanasia wards. He was spared full graphics but he knew it had occurred with his sometimes-half-hearted, sometimes feverish participation. 

His face twisted with rage. He was just carrying out orders! 

But blood was blood. A new spasm took over and slewed his body around with furious energy. 

“It’s not fair! not fair!” he shouted. “I’ve been a victim myself!”

He gripped his chest with crossed arms. His body rocked back and forth like a deranged wind-up toy until it toppled to the ground. He unclenched his fists and pummelled the ground with the last of his strength. Twisting from side to side his face pressed into the earth. Grass, grit and litter worked their way into his feebly protesting mouth. Relief only came when his eyes closed in utter exhaustion. 

SunStar pursued its course above, casting light and shadow equally over all parts of the scene below. As shade moved over his body, consciousness slowly returned. The oppressive weight in his chest and gut had lifted. He lay quietly letting the relief linger, realizing that the moisture he felt under his eyelids was of his own making. 

Blades of grass danced in front of his eyes. He stared blankly, aware of the cuts on his face, his mouth packed with grit and the stones, roots and lumps of earth pressing against his body. 

He took a deep breath and lifted himself up. He brushed off the debris clinging to his skin, set his feet in the water and scooped handfuls into his mouth and over his face and body. 

Looking around he was touched by the beauty of the scene surrounding him: the murmur of the stream over the spillway and upstream boulders, the leaves on both banks shimmering in the light breeze and the birds flitting over the surface of the pool trilling and chirping. 
Him leader of the Soborni? Ograrch himself? What a joke. He was no better than a puking new-born.

A sudden quiver passed through him and subsided. He blinked rapidly. Would there be other ‘episodes’? Was this just part of a process? He pulled in a lungful of air and slowly released it. 

No matter. If this was part of the process, then he would play his part. 

Even “SaverCome”?

His head jerked upwards. He paused and shrugged his shoulders. 

He would do what was needed to stay in this new zone. 

SunStar was now well past its zenith and shadows on the pool were reaching across. He pondered as he dressed and picked up his gear. Was his plan still to push on to the ruined array? He craned his head in its direction and walked up the old road to where a larger section of the curved structure, a mesh of girders and overgrowth, appeared above the tree line. It would still be quite a march just to reach it. 

A smile came to his lips. The masses of vegetation intertwined with the bowl-like girders made the structure look like a gigantic bird’s nest. He chuckled to himself. Of course, wasn’t he its fledgling from space, cast down and on his own? He stared and shook his head. What could there be of any real use to him at this new juncture? A ruin was a ruin. 

He turned around, walked down the trail to the pool, splashed through the spillway and continued on to base camp with SunStar warming his back.
2:05
Some of the raised slabs of pavement in this sector of the overgrown coastal road leading from the Old Town to the Soborni village reached higher than his head. He didn’t remember this as a problem weeks ago when he first approached the ruined town. Perhaps it was because the slabs had been pointing upwards coinciding with his line of march, while now the dark cave-like hollows were facing him as he worked his way along the trail. He wouldn’t let himself be spooked by them. 

As his body stopped brushing against the undergrowth and he emerged onto the intact section of the roadway, he heard a rustling behind him. He whipped around and saw a flicker of bluish fur disappear behind the bushes. It was small and therefore of no great consequence. No doubt a ‘maopass’. He had seen a few in the forest but had never managed to trap one.

He stopped, wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist and adjusted the strap of the bag holding the medkit and vidlog. The weight on his shoulder felt good, providing an element of physical solidity against his tangled thoughts. 

How strange that, just weeks before, he had been walking in the opposite direction, leaving the Soborni settlement to strike out on his own. Was he doing the right thing now? Would he be able to overcome the repulsion he had felt earlier? Perhaps. There had actually been moments in the hospice when his negative reactions were neutralized. His perceptions of the Soborni’s defects registered objectively but did not alienate him. 

The incident at the pool a few days prior had shaken him to the core. He’d had some nebulous ideas . . . crazy ones. ‘Find the beam gun and rule over the Soborni like an old-style warlord or self-styled Ograrch’? What a joke! 

The Soborni had healed him and left him alone these weeks, presumably to let him find his way. They were still humans. He owed them some sign of gratitude and had no choice but to involve them in his new life. He hoped they wouldn’t find his return objectionable.

Still, he’d like to know where his weapon was and who had it. It could give quite a shock and create issues. Had an attempt to activate it been made in his absence? 

Was it Ustdukh? Maybe. Probably. What was his real role besides participating in their rituals? Head shaman- astronomer? Anything else? Returning to the village was the first step to finding out a lot of things. 
His role now was to show the Soborni his magic. The diagnostics of his medkit would definitely impress them. Perhaps initiate some small mental changes. Technology did not have to be destructive. Unfortunately, they had no supporting infrastructure, no electric power for real modernizing. They were unaware of the full potential of the vidbook Kalyna had given him because some features wouldn’t load. He was sure the solar panel on the vidbook was insufficient for all of its features. His own units from his ship were fresh and worked fine. 

He did have another motive.
Images of Kalyna sprang into focus in his head. He drew a sharp breath taken aback by their vividness: Kalyna sitting beside him and touching her arm against his and her dramatic planet-dance during his first lesson. Two perceptions lying dormant jolted into new life: the curves of her body under her smock and the clean scent coming off her hair. Her proximity then had an abstract quality. Not now. A queasy sensation stole through his body.

He reassessed her status objectively. Overall, she was probably one of the most advanced and ‘progressive’ individuals in the settlement. She was capable of using technology and had given him the vidbook, no doubt as a gesture of solidarity. 

Physically, her anatomy, general proportions and face were normal and regular enough, though tending to the frail side. The wild variations of her skin colouring, and her strangely off-centre eyes had disturbed him initially but now resonated exotically. Far from repelling him, her limp only brought out a protective instinct he never knew he had. His breathing deepened. Every lungful brought tingles in his chest, each one a new delight. 

He pondered the shock and incongruity of his responses. How long had he been ‘inactive’? Was she just a physiological reflex? 

Disse! He stopped in his tracks. This was totally weird. It felt really different from anything in his life before and was nothing like the sordid encounters in R. & R. He took a deep breath and resumed his march.

The roadway ahead as far as he could see was now clear of obstructions. He strode purposefully on. It was such a pleasure to stretch his legs out on the clean grey pavement.

He was struck again by the beauty of the multi-coloured terraces towering above him to his right. He knew there were probably places equally impressive in their own way on Veenaga: the massive cave system in Zvirkhm sector where one group of dissidents had holed up, the view of the Paklo Range and the Utryuit Sea from its highest peak during that last combat mission. Why hadn’t those had such an effect on him? 

What a question! That was a different man. 

So, who was he now?

Well, he knew who he wasn’t − a killing machine. Veenaga had been a cesspool. Now, all these new emotions. Wonder. Mystery. Kalyna.

The Soborni seemed to live and work in harmony and cooperation. Veenaga? − deception, delusions and depravity, compounded misery. He felt the anger rise up. His head jerked. It was futile to dwell on it now. Save the energy.

The Soborni village would be just beyond that spur of the plateau − and Ustdukh’s ‘residence’ presumably also. Could he see it from here? He strained his eyes and made out an elongated shape protruding from the base of the lowest terrace. 

“I’ll be visiting there in the very near future, whatever it takes,” he mumbled to himself.

He was coming close to the Soborni’s outlying fields where there would be the first encounter with them as they worked the land and tended their animals. He pulled out his water gourd and swallowed several mouthfuls to quench the sudden dryness at the back of his mouth. 
Boom-boom-da-da-da-boom-da-da . . . Boom-boom-da-da-da-boom-da-da . . .

The pounding of a big drum startled him. They knew he was coming! 

He wasn’t sure if there was actually a code but he was sure it had to do with his approach. That meant . . . 

Boom-boom-da-da-da-boom-da-da . . . Boom-boom-da-da-da-boom-da-da . . .
. . . someone was keeping the road under observation. If that anomalous shape in the distance by the foot of the plateau was Ustdukh’s residence, did he have the means to do long-distance surveillance? Why not? Who knew what kind of equipment he had? 

As he moved along, his awareness alternating between his questions and the beat of the drum, he realized with a shock that his steps were becoming synchronized with the persistent rhythm.

“Disse! What is this, a parade ground! Break step!” he muttered.

He deliberately slowed his pace to skip beats. Even so, he soon realized that what he was actually achieving was an even higher order of co-ordination with the rhythm. No matter which configuration his legs and feet took up to break the grip of the booming rolls, it all amounted to the same thing. After eight attempts he decided the effort wasn’t worth it and allowed his legs to drift into the pattern.

He was now on a slight rise from which he was able for the first time to survey at leisure the Soborni’s fields. They had an unkempt look displaying no symmetries of tended row crops, enclosures or gates. The Soborni had apparently just taken over parts of existing fields and orchards as they reverted to a hunter-gatherer society. Pesh-hods and tvaryed cattle grazing freely even in the cereal and garden plots raised their heads and looked up in his direction.

A scattered group of about twenty individuals were moving toward him from the fields. In a few minutes they would all be joining him. He felt a stitch in his gut. So, he was right . . .

One old woman stepped out from the nearest grove. She left her basket on the ground beside a high-wheeled cart pulled by a pesh-hod and started shuffling up the path twenty paces from him. Her back was bent over but she held her head high and her eyes were fixed on him.

“*** Vulahsu!  *** Vulahsu!”

His throat and chest tightened. For a split second he saw himself an unarmed Veenaga officer in open terrain about to be set upon by a swarm of defectives. 

He eyed the old woman in the lead of the converging Soborni. Her grey hair straggled down her neck in tangled braids. Eyes, nose and mouth were subtly twisted to one side of her face like a mask worn off-centre. As she advanced, her splayed out feet gave the impression of a aquatic bird waddling onto dry land. 

“*** Vulahsu!  *** Vulahsu!”

His feet were bolted to the ground. She was almost upon him. 
“*** Vulahsu!  *** Welcome!”
In combat he had never flinched from carrying the fight forward. His stomach tightened.

Boom-boom-boom-da-da-da  Boom-boom-boom-da-da-da 

The sound buzzed in his head. The volume rose to a crescendo. 
BOOM-BOOM-DA  BOOM-BOOM-DA 

She came right up to him and raised her hand. Her palm imprinted itself on his chest and sent a shock down his back. His chest tightened and he clenched his teeth but couldn’t avoid inhaling the resinous air around her body. It was actually quite pleasant. 

He could do the minimum and bowed his head. 

Their foreheads met. It was easier than he expected.
“*** Vulahsu welcome! *** SaverCome welcome! *** Verhvena happy Soborni happy *** Vulahsu come back village *** Stay long”

He felt a pulse of energy. 

He had to say something, anything.

“Vlas come village show thanks” he mumbled.

Her palm left his chest but the pulse of energy down his back lingered. He was amazed that her proximity wasn’t really disturbing his balance that much. But he knew there was more to come. 

The far-off drum stopped and Soborni from the other fields stood in an arc in front of him. It was a group of elders, adults and children, some smiling, some silently and intently watching him, their eyes scanning not only his face and body but also the air around him. 

He began to feel light-headed. A flash of white light exploded in his eyes.

When they opened, he was sitting with his back to a tree. The villagers were gone except for a new arrival standing in front of him. It was Kalyna. A different Kalyna.

Was he dreaming? Was he delirious?

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu! *** Now Vulahsu take nap like Soborni *** Vulahsu want work rafali garden?” 
Her mouth curled into a smile. “*** Ma-Chermak hear message *** Send Kalyna take Vulahsu home”

He stared at her. She seemed to have filled out. Her arms, legs, face and chest had adopted rounder contours. 
Had his brain cells short-circuited? But this was no hallucination. Not more than anything else in this world was. His eyes swept over her body registering every detail. The mottled beige, violet and pink of her neck and shoulders was even more prominent and her wandering eye was in full orbit, as if observing him from another world. But now instead of an objective assessment of her features, he felt a feral arousal in his gut that took his breath away. 

She limped forward and reached an arm out to him. He looked up at it and realized he had never seen anything so beautiful in his life. 
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“Vl---as want show Kalyna two old Veenaga piece”

His voice broke as they walked side by side down the road to the village.

He was making a fool of himself. Where was his old self-control? He glanced across and experienced a pang in his side. It would be safer not to look at her but he was fascinated by the flush on her arms, neck and face that accentuated her skin tones. 

She was not facing him but keeping her eyes on the ground and he sensed an inner confusion. Was it a response to his presence, to what lay beyond his words? They continued walking, heads down.

Tension built in his chest. The awkwardness of his situation was becoming palpable. He was a man of action! Words were a first step. They didn’t have to be perfect or fine-tuned. He started again:

“Vlas want show Kalyna old Veenaga piece”

Kalyna blinked a few times.
“*** Vulahsu not show Kalyna bad thing?”
What did she mean by ‘bad things’? His thoughts became muddled. No, this was not the moment to get into whatever that meant. He wanted to return to the pleasant buzz he had just been experiencing with her. He summoned his courage.
“Vlas not have hurt thing  Only two piece same Kalyna vidbook  One show how Vlas come Lahska  Other help health all Soborni  Vlas show Kalyna”
He was on firmer ground now. This was his kind of territory. 
His hand reaching upwards toward the bag accidentally touched her arm. The trace of a smile drifted across her lips like a brush stroke. 
“How Kalyna know Vlas come today  Hear drum?”
Her face brightened with a nervous smile.
“*** Ustdukh gives message  *** Gives time prepare”
“How Ustdukh know?  Ustdukh live far!”
“*** Ustdukh knows *** Has dalekok”
“What dalekok?”
“*** Dalekok behind dragon eye  *** Sees far”
It must be some kind of telescope. But why ‘behind dragon eye’? Was it that shape he saw under the terraces?  
Vlas stopped and pulled out his vidlog: a square silvery plate with coloured dots in an arc across the front. 
An idea created a stir in his belly. The words came out easier than he expected.
“Kalyna help make dark see better  Come near Vlas watch”
That provoked a rush of colours along her arms and neck. She moved closer to him as they turned away from SunStar. Looking down at the unit, out of the corner of his eye he glimpsed the toes in her sandals crimp against each other. He had to take a deep breath.
“Vlas show Kalyna Vlas fly Lahska”
“*** Kalyna afraid  *** Not want see crash”
“Not see crash  Only see all Lahska  See ocean  See Soborna Island”
She positioned herself on his left making a corner of unbroken shade. Her upper arm seemed to touch his as naturally as during the lessons.
He swallowed hard and pressed a sunken yellow dot to confirm his identity. Multi-coloured letters sprang to life.
“*** Ah-h-h!”
Her gasp of surprise sent a thrill up and down his spine. The sleeve on her arm beside his fluttered and send tickles of cool air against his skin. He touched another series of sunken buttons. The ideograms flickered and brought up a playback of his orbit over Lahska. A brilliant blue globe flecked with wisps of white materialized against the black. 
Her body curved over the unit and confirmed the contact of their upper arms. He took a deep breath.
The scene shifted abruptly. Oceans, cloud cover and land masses peeled by as the ship approached the archipelago that Soborna was part of.
Kalyna pointed a finger at a large island.
“*** Pivden!”
He felt the excitement in her voice, got a lump in his throat and nodded his head.
“Now Soborna come” His voice was hoarse. 
Soborna Island appeared on the descent horizon as the ship lost altitude and soon was directly below them. He touched a dot that interpolated radar sweeps with visual scans highlighting land contours and slowed the speed of display. The topography of the island unrolled: the central plateau, the calderas, the high cliffs of the west coast, the giant ruined array he had tried to visit and the grown-over Old Town he now called home. 
He watched with some of the same heightened attention as during the actual flight, absorbing details of the rugged terrain looming larger and larger. He even caught a glimpse of cultivated patches at the farthest edge of the scrolling display that he had never noticed in those final seconds. They could have easily landed there but for insufficient Q-Field energy. He just had time to point before they slipped off the screen.
“Soborni village here?”

Her head bobbed quickly in reply. A braid of her hair brushed his shoulder.

The last images were of the emergency landing site north of the Old Town. That was enough. He would spare himself the reliving of those last terror-filled moments. 

But no! Just as his hand reached out to power off, he realized he wanted the other tension to continue, the one not in virtual reality but the real one her arm was offering. His hand stopped short.

The wooded and rocky terrain passing below slowed as the ship prepared for final descent but the visual display had lost its impact compared to skin contact with her arm. Visual display bled into data flickering in a red sidebar reeling off graphs and tumbling numbers that would be meaningless to her but a boon to him now. Another small victory. When the screen blinked off, he smiled to himself. The virtual trip had been worth it.

Kalyna took a deep breath and her arm slowly moved free.

“*** Vulahsu vidbook same Soborni piece  *** Show some good some bad  *** Good not show crash”

He took his time replying, still savouring the other input.

“Vlas remember only last fear  Then nothing  Wake up  Again feel fear but know lucky Vlas alive” 
“Meet Kalyna” he added quickly, holding his breath at his boldness.
She didn’t look up. 
“*** Vulahsu lucky Ustdukh see sky fire”
The news was like a grenade in his gut. 

“Ustdukh-find-ship?” he spluttered.
“*** Ustdukh few Soborni see strange sky light fall *** Not steady like alive  *** Soborni afraid old war machine  *** Ustdukh says message from Daizheb  *** Need go search  *** Soborni go  *** Find broken ship  *** Find Vulahsu”

He owed his life to Ustdukh! Making an effort to master his shock, he fell silent, then felt this might be the time for the big question.
“Soborni take only Vlas?  Not other piece?”
“*** Find only Vulahsu hurt *** Not interested other piece”
His mind raced. Maybe so. All the same his sidearm was gone. Someone had removed it. Perhaps Ustdukh alone, later? He sensed Ustdukh could rise above ordinary Soborni limitations. 

“Vlas not know Ustdukh help”
She raised her head and looked at him. 
“*** Vulahsu not ask”
The information had come as a mental shock. Now his body reacted with involuntary tremors. Kalyna’s eyes widened and the tips of her fingers touched his wrist. They lingered for a moment then quickly withdrew. Tiny folds of concern wrinkled over her eyebrows.
“*** Why Vulahsu shakes? *** Something not good?  *** Vulahsu remembers hurt?”
Her fingers moved away from his wrist but her touch remained vividly imprinted. He looked up and glanced at her face. Their eyes locked momentarily. He sensed a shimmering intelligence tinged with innocence, an acknowledgement of his probing and an initial responsiveness. Her one wayward eye darted back and forth over his face as if unsure of its object.
Feeling a stab of disappointment, yet exultant, he suppressed an impulse to pull her toward him. No matter! Their cards were on the table. The tremors faded away.
Side by side they stood still. 
Kalyna broke the silence with a gentle nervous voice.
“*** Vulahsu have other old piece?”
He nodded his head slowly, powered off, slipped the vidlog into his bag and withdrew the medkit. This too had a silvery case but was circular and studded with ports, mini-probes and touch pads around the circumference. Half of the top surface was a translucent display area that glowed blue when activated by a sustained press of his thumb.
He grudgingly cleared his mind and focussed on the task at hand. He would keep it simple and not show yet the sophistication the unit was capable of. He enabled one recessed pad to do a metabolic check on himself, a saliva test. He had had a light breakfast of tilapa and noon had come and gone.
“Vlas show Kalyna . . .” He lacked the Soborni word.
He moistened his finger and placed a drop of saliva in the niche to activate the scanning process. A red light glowed for several moments and yellow characters appeared on the panel.

SCAN COMPLETE  MICROBIAL COUNT ANOMALOUS BUT HIGH PROBABILITY NONPATHOLOGICAL METABOLIC LEVELS LOW NOMINAL  HORMONE LEVELS ABNORMAL  RECOMMEND STRESS REDUCTION
A smile crossed his face. 

Kalyna’s eyes were fixed on the glowing letters.
“*** What piece tell?”
“Tell Vlas health . . . normal  Need food soon”
“*** Vulahsu not already know?”
His mouth gave a sideways twist.
“Vlas know but want show all same”
This next one would be more interesting. He flushed away the saliva with a splash of water and enabled a blood-scan for a new person.
“Now show Kalyna health  Only need finger here”
A shadow crossed her face but her voice was firm.
*** Piece not hurt?  *** Give back same?”
He smiled again.
“Not hurt  Only little warm”
He reached over and took her right hand, bringing the tip of her index finger into a translucent port. He held her finger steady, registering a glow of pleasure at the first intentional contact he had yet attempted.
“Kalyna hold finger  Not move”
He reluctantly removed his own.
The blue display blinked its readiness to perform the new test. The probe under her finger began to pulsate green, illuminating the shaded corner they had created. The tip of her finger took on pink tones that slowly extended down to the first joint.
“*** Oh! *** Kalyna feel hot not warm!”
Vlas frowned. It was an unusual response.
A series of orange characters appeared.
ANOMALOUS INPUT  IMPLEMENTING VARIABILITY FACTORS
“*** What piece tell?”
His frown deepened.
The pattern of green pulses continued, became more irregular, solidified for a moment then disappeared. Her finger slowly resumed its natural colour. The display now flashed red lettering. She removed her finger and clasped her other hand over it.
“*** What happen now?  *** Why colour change?” 
Vlas was stunned. He stared at the words.
SCAN EXCEPTIONAL: RECOMMEND IMMEDIATE SUBJECT TRANSFER TO  BASE FACILITY FOR EXTENSIVE ANALYSIS
“*** What piece say? Something not good?”
He struggled to mouth the right words. A response like that had never happened before.
“Need more time . . .  Try again later”
Kalyna looked at him and was silent. She finally nodded her head with determination.
“*** Vulahsu hungry  *** Now time eat  *** Come village  *** Soon feel better”
The road crossed an arched bridge spanning a gully. On the left over the treetops Vlas had a clear view to the sea. Several columns of blue smoke were rising, becoming amalgamated into a smudge that hovered over the site of the village below. The faint sounds of a reed instrument and small drum came from below the blue haze. 

A turn-off appeared to a trail leading down the gully. Kalyna quickened her pace. She had been silent since taking the medkit test, walking and staring ahead. Now, as the trail approached, she pointed purposefully.

“*** Village here Vulahsu remember?”

He nodded his head but his thoughts were far away, spiralling through the questions pressing on his mind.
So Ustdukh had been observing him. Had the Soborni been expecting his return all along, coming back to them like a dog with its tail between its legs? No, that was being ungenerous. He owed them everything, life itself and even his new life. So now he actually owed it mostly to Ustdukh? Who would have believed it! Yet, as Kalyna had hinted, the Soborni on their own would have disregarded that falling light in the sky. By the Disse! Did Ustdukh have a private pipeline to the gods? Or had he just been fooling around with his equipment and got lucky? He certainly had prior knowledge of his approach today, communicating it to the village with those drums of his. 

He took out his gourd and eased his parched throat.

Admittedly, the Soborni did seem to have a connection with a kind of ‘force beyond’. Why not a ‘Sky King’? Who cares about names? There was no doubt that he himself had been contacted in hyperspace by an outside force. Was Lahska in some unknown aspect of hyperspace?

And Kalyna? She was indeed exceptional! So would all the Soborni be. He guessed there was not much point in showing the medkit to the Soborni. Just show them his thanks now, figure out how to work with them, yet keep this new life he was forging. 

They reached the trailhead and made their turn. At that moment they heard a chirp behind them. They stopped in their tracks and looked back. It was the blue-gray furry animal sitting on its haunches twenty steps away, its ears swivelling in their direction. Aware of their attention, it jumped to all fours revealing a twisted backbone and scampered into the brush with its long ringed tail whipping high in the air.

Kalyna smiled and looked at Vlas.

“*** Vulahsu has new friend  *** Maopass likes people  *** Soon comes live together”

Vlas shrugged his shoulder.

“Vlas see first time old town  Follow Vlas”

“*** Vulahsu not see last time”

Their pace quickened as they descended the trail that had well-defined dirt ruts and a grass dome in the centre strewn with turds. They each walked in their own track. The trail to the hospice appeared to the right. Once a broad drive, it was now only a footpath. Details of his ‘escape’ in the middle of the night came into his head but he had more urgent matters to attend to.

His eyes took in how Kalyna walked with a pronounced limp that produced a twitch of tenderness in his chest, another anomaly added to the mix of incongruities burning in his mind. This was a mad world and he was going mad with it.

A new pang in his chest displaced the twitch. In a few minutes she would be cast back to her familiar surroundings, submerged in that pool of Soborni identity. And he? Now that they were on the verge of a special attunement, would he − would they − lose their new intimacy? He needed a sign, a pledge.

He stepped quickly over the grassy centre and reached out to take her hand. She looked up at him in surprise and he caught the ghost of a smile curl up the ends of her mouth. It reversed itself, her eyebrows furrowed. Her hand quivered but did not budge. 

The time had come to speak − in spite of the dryness in his mouth.

“Vlas need talk Kalyna” 

His hand gently brought her to a stop. She glanced up at his face and began to blush.

“*** Sometime better not talk”

“Vlas want Kalyna know Vlas have special feeling Kalyna  Same old time man woman share  Want stay together all time”

With some hesitation she started to speak.

“*** Vidbook show Kalyna . . .  *** Kalyna understands old custom man woman together . . .  *** Vulahsu wants make baby together Kalyna *** But old time finish . . .  *** Now Soborni have new custom  *** Wait BloodMoon  *** Wait Daizheb-Born Festival  *** Help make more baby  *** Not only Kalyna  *** Vulahsu understands?”

He was both taken aback and aroused by her directness. There was a pleading look in her eyes. He was right! She was feeling something special between them but was fending him off. He swallowed heavily and pressed on.

“Vlas understand Soborni have problem  Not make enough baby  Vlas bring new custom  Not wait BloodMoon Daizheb-Born Festival  Help now  Start together with Kalyna  Vlas want share special feeling only Kalyna  Never happen before  Not want other woman”

A veiled look came over her face and she looked away. Her voice softened.

“*** Better Vulahsu help all Soborni  *** Make duty first  *** Kalyna need . . .”

He saw the wrinkles of concentration around the corners of her eyes intensify when she stopped talking. He sensed her confusion and decided not to press his case. The situation was still hopeful. Her soft hand was still in his and gave no sign of withdrawing. The burning inside him cooled into a ball of warmth.

They resumed walking hand in hand down the gully and passed beside a waterfall that was boisterously pushing out an abundance of spray and sound. He was grateful for the refreshing mist that wafted by them and cooled his forehead. He took another drink. 

They passed under a wooden archway carved with glyphs that he deciphered: ‘WELCOME VILLAGE NEW HOPE’.

From between broad-leafed vines, he made out sections of a longhouse and groups of individuals moving towards a broad pool. Straddling part of it was a large roofed platform. People were already bathing, splashing and lathering each other. They were all naked. 

Snatches of a flute, drumming and a sing-song chant drifted by between the splashing.

“*** Wash body *** Make ready” 
“*** Come together *** Daizheb promise SaverCome” 

“*** Praise Daizheb”

Kalyna shook her head as if coming out of a trance, withdrew her hand gently and spoke with a firm voice.

“*** Now wash eat *** Kalyna show Vulahsu more village” 

“Vlas not wash naked”

Kalyna looked at him with a serious expression. The music grew louder. He watched her move away. Her limping steps picked up speed until one foot lagging behind the other made a groove in the loose soil.

It was happening. He was losing her.

They rounded a bend in the trail caused by a rocky outcropping. The rhythms of a drum overlaid by wavering reeds jumped out at him.

Dah-ti-ti-tat-tat Da-da-da  Tat-ti-ta-ta-ta-dah

His breath quickened and caught in his throat. The pounding in his chest became as insistent as that on his eardrums.

The trail opened to a final clearing under a canopy of tall trees giving a full view of the village. The broad roofed platform was set partly over the pool at the very end of the clearing. The longhouse on the right was constructed of frames of split logs with lattices of wattle for walls and a thatch roof. Doorways were set at regular intervals along its length out of which Soborni moved towards the beachfront with swaying steps following the beat of the drum. Trestles along the edge of the beach between smoking grills were loaded with baskets of food. Cooking vessels were being tended by Soborni whose steps as they worked were as much co-ordinated with the urgings of the music as with their duties. 

The pungent odour of food now permeated the air as much as the throbbing music but didn’t really whet his appetite.

The pool was filling with bathing, swaying and chanting villagers. Kalyna began to adopt the same prancing gait as the servers at the trestles. Her hands wove through the air performing curls and sweeps in time with the rhythms. Her limp disappeared into syncopated footwork.

She turned and looked at Vlas. Her face had a serene expression. Her arms opened in a broad gesture towards the pool and its occupants.

His heart skipped a beat. Perhaps she hadn’t forgotten him after all.

They had been noticed. Heads turned and a new chant arose from the waters in time with reed and drum.

“*** SaverCome now here!”

“*** Daizheb promise true!”

He sensed he was being split off from the warmth inside him caused by Kalyna’s presence. How could he hold onto it?

Kalyna’s step slowed and her arms rose, one to acknowledge her comrades in the pool, the other to include Vlas behind her. Her gliding movements provoked a rush of desire that was unlike anything before in his life.

Dah-ti-ti-tat-tat Da-da-da Tat-ti-ta-ta-ta-dah

I’ve become bewitched. Disse help me! 

As they approached the beach, other villagers dancing their way to the pool acknowledged Kalyna with waves and bobbing heads. They paused by mats laid on the sand beside the water and cast off their one-piece shifts following the same rhythms as the bathers. Naked, they entered the water and took up the chant.

“*** Kalyna here”

“*** SaverCome here”

“*** Daizheb promise true”

The sight of mass nakedness produced a strange effect on him. From a distance there was no denying the allure of some women’s torsos glistening above the ripples of the pool: willowy long hair falling over slender shoulders, tapering waists and shapely breasts and hips. But as he moved closer other features loomed larger − blotched skins, skewed limbs, enlarged foreheads and misaligned faces. 

The closer he moved to the edge of the pool the more confused and grotesque the combined effect fused in his mind. Kalyna reached the water’s edge and stopped. 

A new chant accompanied by clapping issued from all around.

“*** Kalyna helper!
*** Daizheb Server!
*** Teacher Leader !
*** Brings only light!
*** Shows SaverCome!”

A light shone out of her eyes as she responded.

“*** Kalyna Server 
*** Helper only
*** SaverCome here
*** Joins Soborni
*** Brings only healing
*** Brings only joy”

She looked down dreamily at the water and the mats with discarded garments. A spasm crossed her face. Her hands moved closer to the bottom of her shift. She stretched out one arm and beckoned Vlas to enter the pool first.

He moved ahead of her and scanned the assembly of naked male and female bodies, straining to keep his attention on their welcoming but distorted faces. There were a few that were familiar from those days in the hospice: his ‘nurse’ Ortsana, the Elders Chermak and Verhdum and the bereaved parents at the funeral ceremony, whose names had slipped away. 

It was time to enter the game and play his part. He felt his heart clamped tightly in his mouth and waited for some shred of inspiration.
“*** Vulahsu! Vulahsu!” came a chorus from children around him forming a respectful but cheerful circle. They maintained their chant while he thought of what to do next. 
Of course, he had to acknowledge Chermak.

He looked around the pool, found her observing him with hazy but benevolent attention and made eye contact. Passing beside a trestle laden with new robes he left his bag with the medkit and vidlog. He made three bows in her direction and took his first steps into the water. 

The drum and flute coming from the platform paused. There was a loud approving murmur, bobbing of heads and shifting about as a V opened in front of him. At the apex was Chermak with her arms stretched out over her long hair ready to greet him. He took the initiative and spoke first.

“Vlas greet Chermak  Greet all Soborni. Want find way show Vlas grateful”

He moved forward. Although his chest still felt tight, the sense of overall grotesqueness was fading and their disfigurements were beginning to register as neutral visual inputs. As he passed Ortsana, she stepped forward and dipping her hands into the pool emptied them over his head. Several other older villagers slowly administered new handfuls. A few younger women behind them whispered to each other, playfully stirring the water beside them. His mouth was dry and his heart pounding, but he had a growing sense of peace. They meant him well. They could work together. 

As he waded closer, Chermak’s voice sang out.

“*** Soborni welcome Vulahsu!  *** Chermak welcomes Vulahsu *** Make like home  *** Not have fear  *** Have trust *** Work together  *** Make only harmony  *** Bring only health”

He stood before her and made a ceremonial bow. She cupped her hands in the pool and sprinkled his head.

The drum and reed pipe sprang to life. Villagers near him, the other elders, vaguely familiar and strange faces, crowded swaying around him and also began to pour water over his head, chanting.

“*** Vulahsu! Vulahsu! 
*** Soborni SaverCome
*** Daizheb Promise
*** Soborni make welcome
*** Work live together
*** Bring only healing”

The shower of drops hitting his head and body made him woozy. The press of swaying bodies was all around him now. His legs became unsteady and he had to make an effort to stay upright. 

Where was Kalyna?

He managed to turn himself around without stumbling. Through the press of bodies and his dripping hair he glimpsed Kalyna moving toward him. A middle-aged female, a young albino man and a hairless boy stepped aside to allow Kalyna to make her way forward. 

He was transfixed.

“Kalyna . . .” 

She had not disrobed. Her long shift was soaked from greetings received. The wet fabric clung to the half-moons of her breasts and highlighted the curves of her body. Her arms were folded across her belly and she stepped slowly forward, swaying in tune with the clapping and the rhythms coming from the platform. He watched in awe as her shift lifted in the water, floating up to reveal her legs and thighs. Her face appeared to be in a trance. 

The chanting and clapping faded away. At arm’s length from Vlas and Chermak she stopped. She raised her head to look around her as if unsure where she was. 

All eyes were on her. She turned slowly and faced Vlas, Chermak and the grouping of elders around him. Her eyes were unnaturally large and unblinking. Chermak raised her arms in open embrace.

“*** Welcome daughter  *** Daizheb brings new  *** Daizheb makes whole  *** SaverCome makes whole” 
Kalyna stepped forward and embraced Chermak. They bobbed foreheads, murmuring to each other. Kalyna glanced toward Vlas from time to time and pointed to the bag Vlas had left on a trestle. 

The pool around him became a riot of body colourings, sensations of wet skin, drenched hair in the eyes and Kalyna’s image shimmering in front of him. 

The tepid water on his legs suddenly imparted a sample of its original upland heat.

A chorus of ‘Ah’s’ burst out beside him and radiated outwards. He became aware of a myriad of eyes intent on the water under him. Waking up as if from a dream he looked down and saw the tip of his erect penis peeping out above his sagging waterlogged shorts. Glancing over at Kalyna he saw she had become a witness as well and had a look of panic on her face.

Chermak’s words came out in the hush around him. 

“*** Vulahsu brings old piece  *** Show Soborni  *** Brings also new  *** Soborni see power Daizheb promise”

Vlas hauled up his trunks with one hand and twisted his body to one side. Churning his way through the water knocking over two young girls he stormed onto the beach. With a jerk of his free arm he swept up the bag with the medkit and vidlog and charged up the trail.
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Vlas shivered in disgust as he shifted his posture in the armchair set up on the terrace. Looking out over the harbour, he grimly surveyed the vista of wrecked hulks, twisted piers and sunken docks. He reached for another cup of the strong liquor he had salvaged in the backrooms of the yachting club. It had a combination of bitter-sweet and floral that he didn’t particularly like, but today, it didn’t matter. He just needed to get in enough of it in him to deal with the humiliation. 
What a fool he was for getting wound up with one of their females. She made an ass out of him! Who did she think she was, some exotic beauty?

Those dried up bodies and squealing brats staring at his tool. She got him so wound up he made a complete fool of himself. No woman in or out of the sexpits on Veenaga had ever done that to him. 

Well, what of it? His body was just doing the natural thing, something they’d lost and he still had.

His whole life he’d been screwed around. On Veenaga they killed his mother and father, brain-washed him into believing a crock of lies about everything and turned him into a killer for the Ograrchs. His life had been a fraud and even here nothing had changed. 

SunStar setting in the east was making its swift descent into the golden sea painting orange shadows on the strata of puffy clouds hovering on the horizon. Yellow Moon emerged out of the cloud cover in the west and started its descent below the body of the gargoyle carved into the rock above his head.

What did he really care? He was enjoying his ‘Happy-hour’ looking at the harbour full of sunken boats, listening to bird whoops and whistling butterflies. At least he was alive – and fit. 

Anyway, this was his real domain and no one was going to turf him out of it or humiliate him again. 

Bloody planet be damned! 

He raised his arm and shouted.

“You'll never take me for a fool again! Take that!”

Liquor spilled out of the flying cup and there was a crunch as it hit a dark corner spilling what remained on the wall. His head slumped over onto his shoulder.

Under the gargoyle’s head Shadow came alive, crept out of the stains on the wall, joined with those on the ground and advanced toward its prey. A cluster of other shadows from the twisted vines above joined it. Growing stronger, it lengthened its body and called up its main ally to wait for the right moment to strike. 

SunStar sank its lower limb beneath the horizon. The prey was ripening nicely in his juices of dissolution. Soon it would be all over . . .

Now! 

Vlas’s body writhed on the chair.

“What! Who's there?! No! What do you want? Get away from me!” 

Behind his eyelids a ragged light silhouetted a hooded figure. The face was indistinct but a hand emerged from within the dark folds and beckoned to him.

Vlas! I’ll give you all the power you want. Just follow me. It’s so easy! 

Though unrecognizable, its voice was eerily familiar. 

Vlas’s breath came in gulps. Sweat broke out on his forehead and ran into his eyes. 

“What!? Who are you? Get away from me!”

I‘ve helped you before on Veenaga and can help you get ahead on Lahska. You can achieve all your plans.

“Why should I believe you? There’s never an easy way. Get out of here!”

Vlas rose to the attack but lost his balance and fell to the ground onto his knees. 

The hooded figure behind Vlas’s eyelids wavered against a growing light above it. A crosstalk of crystalline voices broke through Vlas’s alcoholic vapours and began chattering. Slivers of a message assembled themselves into a meaningful whole and cooled his forehead. A new voice emerged.

Get a grip on yourself, Vlas! We are the ones who are really trying to help you, not that one. There is a way out of your mess! Take some time out. Look around you. You have a beautiful ocean below you. Enjoy it. Then make yourself useful to somebody outside of yourself! Help the Soborni. 

His forehead pounded against the edge of the chair. He took one deep breath after another.

“Yes . . . ! That’s better. . . I’ll take that chance . . . Thank you . . . “ 
Shadow backed away from Vlas’s body, abandoned the red stains on the ground and the wall and melted into the evening’s darkness. The hooded figure retreated and vanished. Vlas’s face pressed against the side of the armchair and slowly his breathing became more regular. 

His head was still there as pink dawn ushered in the new day. 
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Nursing a hangover aggravated by flashes of the scene in the Soborni pool, he got up off the floor of the terrace of the old clubhouse. He peered over the twisted railing feeling a serious degree of kinship with the wrecks and hulks in the waters below. A wave of nausea forced its way up his throat and he lurched forward to spew a stream of red fluid into the void. His watery eyes glimpsed a white contour he had never seen before along the base of the cliff. Its colour and smoothness contrasted sharply with the grey roughness of the rock face above it. 

He blinked, took a deep breath, leaned over further and made a supreme effort to focus. The row of damaged piers fanning out from the shoreline below issued from an evenly dark aperture that was probably also artificial. A bunker? His pulse quickened and he lurched down the steps that curved down to the broken floating docks.

The aperture he had glimpsed from the terrace came into view as a large basin excavated into the cliff face. His heart raced. In the dim light the bows and sterns of marine craft emerged suspended in the air. He broke into a run. 

He stood in amazement at the sight of a row of twenty or more yachts lying in slings attached to beams on the roof, some hanging at odd angles but looking intact. The cramps of his hangover vanished. 

He strode along the underground quay past hulls of varied profile and designs, most of them power craft that had retractable hydrofoils, some wind-driven that had masts either hinged over the cabins or telescoping down into them. Artificially powered craft were useless to him, but wind power was primordial. He had virtually no experience in that field but he was sure his knowledge of basic aerodynamics would carry him through − if there was a vessel small and simple enough that he could manage single-handed − and bring down to the water in one piece. 

A twin-hulled boat was suspended at the very end of the row that would probably be compact enough for him to handle by himself. Its metaplastic hulls and superstructure seemed to have been extruded from a single mould and the mast with supporting struts lay folded down over the cabin’s roof. 

The mechanism controlling the slings under the hulls had manual default and he managed to coax the boat down to the water. With an assortment of scrounged lines and poles he manoeuvred the craft to a partially intact floating dock outside. 

He stood at the rear of the boat beside the folded mast with its incorporated sail. With the blade of his knife he pried open the cabin hatch and entered. He took a deep breath. It was surprisingly spacious inside. 

White curves integrating the cabin roof with the hulls contrasted with the use of wood-like material for flooring, posts and cabinets. Above the desk immediately on the right a bulkhead moulded out of the material of the hull displayed a number of lifeless screens, gauges and faded images of people and other craft. A central table in front of an L-shaped couch was obviously meant to drop down to be dual-purpose with other couches on both sides of the cabin. Next to it were dual sinks, cupboards and a counter that contained thickly insulated refrigeration boxes and an ample grill pad, both of which would be inoperable. 

Partitions at the forward end created a cabin with a broad berth and a miniature bathroom. An open locker contained rain gear that delaminated between his fingers. His feet and hands left tracks in the film of dust on all surfaces as he moved around exploring, touching each object to enjoy its texture and solidity. All this was his now. His chest heaved with anticipation and a murmur of thanks crossed his lips. All it needed was a little work. He would search for a name that would infuse his new find with special life. 

They had gone a little too far out this time. The ebbing tide was getting stronger. The wind tended to be fickle at this hour of the day and the boat was in danger of being pulled out to open sea past the protection of the overlapping breakwaters. How easy it was to lose all track of time sitting in the sunny cockpit, intent only on the dynamics of the sails − and on avoiding the wrecks and half-sunken hulks in the harbour. They did make good practice, however.

Glancing over his shoulder to determine his angle of return, he swung his knee over the rod fitted to the two rudders and gripped the lines to the sails to prepare for going across the wind. A favourable gust hit his face and he eased the rudders over. The triangular sails on the right side of the boat flapped over and the boat slowly went through the arc needed to reach the dock. 

The breeze softened. He took a deep breath. He would just make it back safely to have another session tomorrow. So much to enjoy and learn. 

Life had become a pleasant routine shaped around the rising and setting of the sun. After washing in the stream beside his terrace, he breakfasted on the remains of yesterday’s dinner. Getting tired of an all-meat diet he had started foraging for greens and tubers he had eaten at the hospice and added them to his diet. The Soborni’s fermented milk product came to mind and he sighed. 

When he finished breakfast, he set off for the forest and would return to work with his new gift in the afternoon.

He wasn’t enjoying trapping much any more. He found it harder and harder to dispatch a live animal snared with parts of its body made fast to a post but prepared to defend itself to the death. 

At a distance from his first snare in the old plaza, he saw an animal with blue-gray fur fastened by its back leg. A maopass. Its long tail rippled nervously in the air and its pointy ears swivelled independently as it stared at him approaching. 

It seemed to be intelligent. As Vlas advanced warily, his club at the ready, its tail twitched and the creature rose on its haunches, revealing a twisted backbone. It must be the same maopass that he and Kalyna had seen on the trail to the village. She had said it wouldn’t be the last time he would see it.

Glances from large limpid eyes passed back and forth from the club in Vlas’s hand to his face. Its tail twitched again and its mouth made loud squeaks.

Vlas stopped to think. This was not one of his usual catches, large rodents like the zaitse or bush fowl like the indak that mounted futile attacks, thrashed around hissing and beating its wings at him. He was obviously now in the presence of a different kind of creature. He put his club down while he thought the situation through. The maopass’s tail stopped twitching and settled into a steady ripple while its dark eyes never strayed from Vlas’s face. 

What was he going to do? He obviously had the power to kill it but that now appeared like an act of wilful slaughter. In spite of its display of apprehension, the maopass seemed to be exhibiting as much curiosity about him as he was in it. He looked at the forward paws. They had definite prehensile characteristics, delicate finger-like digits that were obviously not just crude claws for digging. The realization struck him that if this apparently intelligent animal had really wanted to free itself, it could probably have done so at any time just by sitting and playing with the snare’s primitive fastenings. 

So, why hadn’t it? Was it . . . waiting for him? His eyes widened at the thought. The maopass’s body froze and their gazes locked onto each other.

He let the club drop slowly and moved cautiously forward. As he neared the tether, the maopass stepped aside, maintaining a minimum distance from him. It let out a faint liquid squeak and its eyes never left him.

“It’s all right. I won’t hurt you. I’m setting you free.”

Why was he talking to it?

He crouched down and with his left hand picked up the end of the tether closest to the post and held it up for the maopass to observe. With his right, he reached into his belt, found his skinning knife and concealed it behind his wrist. He severed the line to its leg, raised the loose end and showed it to the maopass. Should be no problem for it to undo the snared end at its leisure. He stood up slowly and backed away.

“You’re free now. Go!”

Stepping around the bushes he returned to the trail. He looked back and saw the maopass was observing him. 

He felt a prick of irritation. What was it waiting for?

“Go now!”

He turned abruptly and started back down the path. 

Twenty paces later he turned again. The maopass was following him. It stopped in its tracks and looked around inspecting the nearby bushes. It pulled over a stem heavy with kalapa berries and started picking them off.

Vlas couldn’t restrain a grin.

“You want to come home with me?” 

On Veenaga, familiars were reserved for the Ograrchy and discouraged for the rank and file as a waste of material resources. He had never cohabited with any creature, animal or human. It could be an interesting experiment if it decided to join him.

The maopass's ears perked up but it continued to focus on consuming berries while glancing from time to time in Vlas’s direction.

The same sequence was repeated at the edge of the woods and at the beginning of the path down to his camp in the old clubhouse. Each time he stopped and turned around, the maopass also stopped and started examining the plants or the ground litter. But the gap between them was closing.

When he reached the turn-off to the terrace overlooking the harbour, he glanced up and saw the animal sitting on the stairway scanning the broad vista below. Its tail raised in a curl was flicking back and forth. 

He called out to it.

“This is my home. It’s not the forest but you are welcome to join me.”

The maopass's tail quivered to a stop. Its head turned in his direction, stared at the terrace and the doorways into the cliff face, then back at the open harbour below. 

Vlas entered his living quarters. He started preparing his lunch: his last haunch of roasted zaitse, korinya and havarna tubers, greens from the woods and kalapa berries, all to be washed down with water from the stream beside the terrace. 

As Vlas returned outside with his plates to plan his afternoon on the boat, he heard a loud squeak to his left. He turned his head and there was the maopass squatting at the entrance to the terrace eying both him and the korinya tuber he was about to place in his mouth.

“Are you hungry? Would you like some of this?”

He tossed the tuber over in a high arc. The maopass caught the piece expertly in mid-air, sniffed over the surface and started chewing its way through.

“Want some zaitse?”

Vlas peeled off a small strip of meat from the haunch in his hand and swung it over. It was caught easily and examined. The maopass’s nose wrinkled and the meat dropped to the ground. It gave another squeak and looked expectantly at him.

“I see. You’re vegetarian.”

He gave it two more korinyas, which were delicately accepted with a loud squeak following each offering.

“Well, it looks like we can be friends. What am I going to call you? I see you’re a male.”

Another squeak.

“Of course. What else? ‘Squeaky’.”

Squeaky finished the meal. He faced Vlas and performed two waves with his long tail.

“You’re welcome. Do you want to stay?”

The maopass gave another high-pitched response and turned to scan the vista of the harbour below. His whiskers and ears twitched. He turned to Vlas, uttered another set of squeaks and scampered up the pathway leading to the top of the bluff. 

Finding himself alone again Vlas was surprised to feel a pang of isolation. It was just an animal! If only it were . . . The vision of Kalyna’s eyes with their other-worldly quality drifted into his mind. His head jerked abruptly.

Fantasizing would get him nowhere. With a grimace of impatience, he forced his thoughts to the plan for the afternoon.

Squeaky reappeared the next morning, the one after that, as well as every following morning, staying at first only within the area of the open terrace but little by little venturing into the interior of the clubhouse exploring and remaining longer and longer.

One morning at daybreak, Vlas was awoken by a clatter of metal pots, knives and spoons falling onto the tiled floor of the kitchen. He flung off the covers and stumbled forward to investigate. He was met by Squeaky standing on the counter reaching for the roots hanging just out of his reach. On seeing him he dropped to the floor to face both him and the escape route to the terrace. The whiskers lining his pug face quivered. 
Vlas let out a loud guffaw. 

“All right, Squeaky. Relax, it’s nothing major. Just ask me politely next time.” 

He untwisted a strand of tubers and offered one. Squeaky leaned forward and his right paw slowly advanced and closed around the root. Touching Vlas’s finger, Squeaky’s paw jerked back, the root dropped to the floor and Squeaky raced over to the doorway. His face took on a quizzical expression.

“What’s the matter? Afraid I’m an alien? Have your breakfast. Excuse me. I need to wash.”

Vlas tossed the tuber over and made his way out with Squeaky in the lead. He sensed Squeaky’s eyes following him as he crossed the terrace to the spring on the other side of the stairway leading upward.

It had been a good day: the trapping and foraging in the morning, then continuing to learn to manoeuvre in the harbour at close quarters between the wrecks and hulks. Dinner was roasted korinya and havarna tubers and assorted greens with indak reserved for Vlas alone. He lit his indak-fat oil lamp from the fireplace and settled down to his one ration of crushed kalapa juice laced with drops of scavenged liquor to enjoy the sunset over the harbour. 

Vlas looked forward to the emergence of the blaze of stars later that would drape a luminous tapestry over the terrace. On Veenaga, stars had been merely reference points in a data bank, cogs in the matrix of control and exploitation. Here, as he gazed upward reclining on his armchair, their abundance and palpability, his sense of their near-infinite distances overwhelmed him. They brought a measure of peace and security that could last till dawn, but also an awareness of a void within that had grown since his exit from the village. 

The night sky didn't hold a single pattern familiar to him from his previous life, so he populated it with his own nomenclature: Shield of Arag, Horned Zaitse, Serpent of Haren, the Ruined Parabola, the Sea of New Hope, Disfareg the Magnificent . . . One prominent complex of stars, a closed crescent of seven was bisected by a long four-star axis. The likeness to a wind-catching vessel was remarkable. It became his favourite to watch as it charted its course across the heavens. 

After an early dinner, there was an unusual hubbub in the shrubbery above the terrace and he heard footfalls on the stone pathway that had a familiar rhythm. Vlas caught his breath and a tingle worked its way down his side. Sitting on the railing grooming himself, Squeaky dropped to the ground and his ears scanned the descending sound.

Kalyna stepped onto the terrace with a small head sling hanging on her back. He had to lean on the railing beside him as he stood up. She was dressed in the same shift she wore at the aborted ceremonial lunch but had done something to her hair. It now done up in a bun of black and honey blond that complemented her skin colours. She limped forward. She stopped five paces from Vlas, dropped the pack to the ground and looked up at him with a shy bashful look but her voice was firm. 

“*** Peace of Daizheb Vulahsu!  *** Ma-Chermak sends Kalyna  *** Brings Vulahsu food  *** Shows special plant help heal  *** Asks Vulahsu help Soborni  *** Soborni not like old woods  *** Vulahsu collects  *** Brings back visit village”

Vlas swallowed hard and nodded vigorously. It would be a pleasure to help the Soborni. 

“Vlas happy see Kalyna  Vlas happy collect special plant”

Kalyna put her hand to her forehead to shade her eyes from the rays of the sun. Squinting in the sunlight only compounded the ethereal effect of her wayward right eye. 

“How Kalyna find Vlas?” he ventured, his pulse beating riffs in his ears.

“*** Ustdukh dalekok tells Soborni  *** Vulahsu uses ocean wagon every day”

So Ustdukh was keeping an eye on him. Was that ‘dalekok’ telescope of his capable of seeing around corners and down into his harbour? Why not? Far be it for him to question anomalies in Lahska or dwell on the imponderable. 

He spoke up boldly to mask the tension at the back of his throat.

“Many change now  Vlas have new life  New land friend  New ocean friend  New sky friend” 
She looked at Squeaky and laughed.

“*** Kalyna only sees new land friend”

Her bare shoulders were receiving the slanting rays of setting SunStar and became suffused with golden light. He held his breath suppressing the urge to kiss her neck.

Squeaky’s nose wrinkled as he caught the scent of what was in her sack. His ears and tail twitched. Squeaky approached hopefully on all fours keeping his distance from the lamp and squatted two arm-lengths from Kalyna, looked alternately at her face and at the sack next to her. She dragged it over and emptied the contents on the ground. Neat bundles of dried roots and herbs spilled out. 

She pulled out a havarna bulb from one of the bundles and offered it. Squeaky reached out and took it gingerly from her hand. With a twist of his tail he raced to the end of the terrace.

“*** Maopass favourite food  *** Vulahsu remembers Soborni food?”

“Vlas remember  Now not only maopass favourite”

He brought out a companion chair to his own and offered it to her. She sat down and stared at the harbour.

“*** Vulahsu now have ocean friend?” 

“Vlas show Kalyna  First Vlas move food  Keep safe  Kalyna share food?”

*** Kalyna thanks Vulahsu  *** Eat already  *** Need water”  

He quickly repacked her bag, went inside and set it high up on a net in his kitchen area. 

If Chermak had sent her, this was an ‘officially sanctioned’ mission. His heart pounded. Was his rash exit from the village being forgiven, overlooked? Was Kalyna sent to make peace? In all its possible ramifications? His heart raced but he shook his head vigorously. Some things needed explaining on his part first. He poured water from a jug into a cup.

He returned to the terrace as the first stars were emerging. Kalyna was resting her chin on the railing looking down at the harbour. The flickering lamp created moving skin tones on her shoulders. She looked up with a dreamy expression as she drank. He stood beside her and took a deep breath.

“Vlas make mistake last time  Run away  Vlas sorry  Not want make problem  Want help Soborni”

Kalyna nodded her head. 

“*** Ma-Chermak understands  *** Kalyna understands  *** Vulahsu comes from different world  *** Vulahsu Soborni work together  *** Harmony only way”

She smiled and her right eye began to tremble like a leaf. Her hand rested on the arm of her chair but made a perceptible movement forward. Vlas sat down, reached out and folded it into his. The warmth of her acquiescence induced a sigh he tried to mask.

The sky was shading the twin breakwaters and scattered hulks with tones of pink and violet. Harmony was indeed on his mind. He could feel it approaching fast and believed she had her part in it too. The warmth of her hand was searching out all parts of him. 

They sat facing the mauve afterglow over the harbour. Vlas looked up at the sky. His favourite constellation had appeared over the horizon. It was time for the introductions.

“Vlas now know three Kalyna”

She turned her head and looked at him with arched eyebrows and parted lips.

“*** Kalyna not understand”

“Vlas know land Kalyna” He lightly squeezed her hand. 

He leaned forward over the railing and with his free hand pointed downward.
“Vlas find old ocean wagon  Use wind only  Give new name Vlas now know two Kalyna”
Her hand shivered and he contained it with a light pressure of his own.
He pointed skyward.
“Vlas know sky Kalyna” 
Her eyebrows knitted together. Her hand stiffened and he relaxed the contact.
He pointed to the stars forming the crescent constellation. He leaned closer to her and whispered. 

“Kalyna see seven half circle together also long arrow?  Have same shape ocean  wagon  Vlas give name  Now know three Kalyna  Know Land Kalyna  Ocean Kalyna  Sky Kalyna”

She stared upward. Both eyes scanning the sky in their inimitable way appeared to locate the constellation in her name. He had to make sure she found it and moved her hand to point at the group of stars.

“Kalyna see Sky Kalyna now?”

Her head nodded. Her left eye remained centred on the pattern. Her right eye began to waver perceptibly toward him.

At that moment a shooting star blazed into life toward the constellation. Its long descent grazed the bottom of the crescent.

Vlas was stunned, heard Kalyna’s sharp intake of air and felt her hand tighten in his. Kalyna’s head turned and Vlas sensed her eyes searching for his. He turned to her. The pupils of her eyes were dark but within them Vlas saw the flash in the sky launching ‘Sky Kalyna’ onto its maiden voyage being replicated. 

Her face took on the same remote expression as when she had enacted the description of their solar system on the first day of teaching. She released his hand, rose from her chair and turned to face the harbour. He stood up with her. 

She stared down into the harbour, then at the sky in the direction of the setting Daizheb. Her body swayed back and forth and her arms reached up above her head as if in supplication. Her eyes closed, arms and head stayed raised and her lips moved inaudibly. Vlas stared transfixed with the thumping in his ears getting louder. Her eyes suddenly opened in an expression of surprise and shut again. Her head nodded and lowered to her chest. She folded her hands in front of her, crossed her arms and bowed. She turned to Vlas. Her eyes opened revealing wholly distended pupils silently absorbing him. 

Her lips began to move.

“*** Where ocean Kalyna?”

His voice quivered.

“Vlas-happy-show-Kalyna”

Picking up his lamp, he took her hand and led the way from his terrace down to the dock area. The flame inside the fused glass cast a kaleidoscope of shadows along the shrubbery leading downwards that accompanied the evening chorus of chirps, whistles and whoops. 

They arrived at the pier where Kalyna was moored. The tide seemed exceptionally low. Vlas put one foot on the deck and turned to help Kalyna. She hesitated and seemed to be absorbing and processing the situation before committing herself. He understood her confusion. The Soborni didn’t seem to have any interested in the sea. 

“Soborni not like ocean?” 

“*** Ocean not friendly  *** Many big wave  *** Has monster”

He was taken aback. 

“Ocean have monster?”

“*** Soborni remember old story  *** Make Kalyna afraid”  

How much was myth, how much exaggeration born of unfamiliarity? 

This was not really the moment to explore.

“Kalyna afraid now?”

“*** Not afraid here  Safe together Vulahsu”

He reached out his hand and gently drew her forward to step aboard. She gave a yelp as the hull dipped under her weight and her other hand clutched a nearby strut. Vlas's hand wrapped around her waist to steady her. 

She gave a little laugh. 

“*** Ocean wagon alive” 

“Give Kalyna greeting  Make bow”

“*** This world has much strange”

“Time give new learning  Much new healing  Vlas show inside”

Holding her hand, he opened the hatch leading to the cabin. 

The glow from his makeshift lantern created a cocoon of light around the two of them. Glancing around, he felt the thrill of ownership heightened by sharing it in her presence and through her fresh eyes that passed over the cabin retaining a trance-like expression. She touched the faded brown finish on an armrest of the settee.

“*** Kalyna gives Vulahsu oil make wood new”

“Vlas thank Kalyna”

“*** Vulahsu wants live here now all time?”

“This world very small  Only play”

He glanced at her in the warm glow. The subdued lighting transformed her appearance, transmuting her multiple skin tones in a play of subtle beauty. 

He reached over and put an arm around her shoulder. The warmth from the side of her body eased into him. She looked down with a smile.

“*** Watch sky Kalyna outside now?”

Drawing deep breaths, he removed the cushions from a settee. They stepped out of the cabin and he laid them beneath the canopy of glittering stars. Pointing into the sky he located the new Kalyna.

She smiled and turned to Vlas with an even more trance-like expression. Her ethereal gaze played over his face. She moved softly into his shoulder.

“*** Vulahsu wants make baby  *** Same before Lahska war  *** Kalyna wants also  *** Vulahsu not forget  *** Has duty help all Soborni  *** Make more baby Daizheb-Born-Time”

He struggled for a response. None came. He wouldn’t let anything impinge on the moment.

They lay on the cushions looking up at the swath of stars that defined the galactic arm and at Sky Kalyna setting in the east. Kalyna nestled her head against his chest.

“*** Vulahsu shows Kalyna star outside  *** Star inside same time”

Vlas smiled and didn’t stop stroking her hair and the length of her body. The peace and beauty of the night and the blaze of stars above them had found their match in the fullness within him.
A question formulated itself awkwardly in his chest

“Kalyna already make baby?”

A shiver from her cheek grazed his shoulder.

“*** Few time  *** Baby early  *** Not live”  

She went silent then murmured.

“*** Kalyna has important news  *** Ustdukh says BloodMoon comes in ten day”

“ Kalyna explain more?”

“*** When Pink Moon goes red  *** All women make BloodTime together  *** After BloodMoon comes Daizheb-Born-Time  *** BabyMakeTime  *** Vulahsu makes more baby”

His body shivered. A vortex of thoughts and questions swept through him. ‘More babies? Other women? How could she think . . .?’ Taking deep breaths, he made an effort to stay within the fullness of the moment but responded.

“When Daizheb-Born-Time?”

“*** Ustdukh tell”

He became very thoughtful, acutely aware of being observed by ‘Sky Kalyna’ and the myriad other silent points of light above them. Staring upwards moist-eyed, he could say no more. His thoughts pursued their course without resolution as he continued stroking her hair. The deck lifted on the tide and they slept. 

When Vlas awoke at first light he was alone.

3:02
Squeaky was unusually fidgety the next morning. His ears and tail twitched as Vlas cursed and fumbled with his knife cutting through the greens and tubers for breakfast. In the middle of one exceptionally thick havarna root the knife nicked Vlas’s thumb, slipped to the floor, bounced and narrowly missed Squeaky’s tail. He let out a loud squawk and scuttled to the open doorway.

“Get out of my way, Squeaky. What’s wrong with you this morning anyway?”

Vlas stalked onto the terrace rattling the plates of greens and tubers and dropped onto his chair. Sucking the blood from his thumb he stared despondently at the harbour and the unusual number of wrecks protruding out of the water. There was a void in his gut where last night he had felt a glow.

She had met his initial rough caresses with a combination of reticence and responsiveness, then guided him along new ways combining energy and gentleness that amazed him. How different from the performance marathons and cold fury of the sex carousels at R&R Camp that left him feeling empty and with a sick taste in his mouth. 

Before opening his eyes that morning, he had drifted up into wakefulness with a surge of well-being, feeling for the first time in his life like a hero, only to find himself alone. He stared at the flower lying on the table. Was that a souvenir she had left behind? 

Wasn’t it to be expected though? Hadn’t all his ‘mornings after’ been the same: the perfunctory disengagement, the emptiness? Wasn’t this just ‘business as usual’? 

No! He slammed his fist on the table. He was certain they had created a visceral bond, one worth maintaining, and not just performed a mechanical coupling. Why had she cut it? She had no right! He was confused. This was new territory and he was lost.

He jumped up from his chair and started pacing up and down the terrace. Squeaky stared at Vlas’s quick strides back and forth and eyed the items on the table.

It wasn’t new territory. He had been abandoned before – by his parents in the cave before the final battle. That had started a life that was a complete sham. This was just the logical continuation. A cramp twisted his belly. 

No! He stopped and pounded the railing making it twang shrilly. That horrible episode and its aftermath wasn’t their fault, and not his either.

The chatter of bird and insect life around him bore into his ears. He shook his head repeatedly but failed to quell the persistent drone. Squeaky stirred from the doorway and slowly approached the table. As he reached up toward the flower, Vlas swept by and knocked his paw away. 

“No, Squeaky, leave it alone!” Vlas tossed a piece of havarna in his direction and resumed pacing. 

A lull in the soundscape of birds and insects suddenly fell over the harbour. A strong gust blew in off the terrace that scattered the greens and the flower to the ground. Squeaky suddenly stood up on his hind legs and his head jerked around scanning the horizon. He squawked loudly, dropped the root and disappeared into the old club house with his tail jerking high in the air. 

Vlas looked up in surprise and glanced seaward. A dark line was in motion all along the horizon. It grew rapidly darker and heavier contrasting with the brilliant blue above and in front of it. The single line resolved itself into a series of swells each higher than the previous. They rose still higher as they approached and were accompanied by the sound of sucking air and a drawn-out groan. Vlas stared in awe. Their height was almost half that of the massive breakwater.

They struck the protective barriers with a roar. Cascades of solid water and spray crested over their tops and deep ripples fanned out through the gap into the harbour. The waters became choppy with spume and debris swirling around the hulks and wrecks. He raced down to the dock and was able just in time to add extra lines to Kalyna see-sawing violently. 

As he snugged the last line, the gnawing at the back of his mind surfaced. Why hadn’t he been warned? Ustdukh knew of Vlas’s activities. As ‘Astronomer-in-residence’ to the Soborni, he could have predicted the problem and informed him! Was it too much to expect?

Vlas stumbled back up to his terrace exhausted and sank into his chair. The inhabitants above the terrace resumed their concert but the sounds of normality failed to calm him. Squeaky reappeared from inside the clubhouse and sat calmly down in the middle of the terrace with a havarna root. 

His breath faltered. The Soborni village! It was situated on the low-lying coastal plain just down from him. It could be wiped out by the waves of that magnitude! Were they far enough inland? Kalyna! 

He gripped the side of his chair. Should he race over to help? But they were surely aware of the phenomenon! Kalyna had mentioned ‘big waves’. Shouldn’t he first resolve the issue still pressing on his gut like a hard lump. Why had Kalyna left? 

No matter! It was his duty to assist in any way he could. He tore inside the clubhouse, filled a water gourd, hitched a blade into his belt and picked up the heavy branch he had groomed into a walking staff. Squeaky watched with eyes and ears flicking from side to side.

“Are you coming with me?”

Vlas strode across the terrace and started up the slope with images of crashing waves replaying in his head. Halfway to the top he stopped dead. 

What an idiot! There was no danger to the Soborni! These weren’t earthquake-generated waves that flooded normally dry land; they were merely reclaiming their usual territory. The water level in the harbour hadn't risen above the high-tide marks, so it was clear that the phenomenon was part of regular tidal history. It was those accursed Yellow and Pink Moons and their eccentric orbits, why the tide had been so low starting yesterday evening. 

He swivelled around muttering to himself and lunged back down to the terrace. Squeaky was sitting on the steps beside the entrance chewing a havarna root and watching him.

Vlas’s voice had an edge to it.

“You seem to have known something nasty was going to happen, Squeaky, but only last minute. Could you give me more notice next time? Like at least a day or two?” 

Squeaky’s ears perked up and his eyes scanned Vlas’s face but his chewing didn’t waver.

“Never mind.”

Vlas stared at the harbour from his table and drank from the gourd. He was relieved at his mistake for the Soborni’s sake and had saved himself an embarrassment, but in point of fact his position was the same. The rogue waves could have put him in serious harm’s way on the water. Ustdukh had the knowledge base to predict the phases of the two moons and the sun for the Soborni’s ceremonies. He knew about Vlas’s newfound interest in the sea. Wouldn’t he know about the dangers caused by his moons? A horrible thought brought on a spasm of nausea. Was Ustdukh trying to get rid of him? 

He swung his fist to pound the table but jerked it back in time. 

It didn’t make sense. He was surely as valued a member of their community as Ustdukh, if only for his future services. Even if Kalyna’s absence that morning had put him under a dark cloud, he was certain his relationship with her had a secure base. He would take the upward path, not the downward one, hold on to so much that he was thankful for. 

He had not been abandoned by Kalyna or betrayed by Ustdukh. Tomorrow he would pay the village a visit by Kalyna. Everything would be clarified. 

Squeaky was looking at him, scanning his face and what was left on the table. The mess on the floor had been harvested, including the blossom. 

“Alright, Squeaky. I’ve got other things on my mind and work to do.”

Some of yesterday’s energy had returned: new options, new perspectives. First of all, nobody was infallible, not even the astronomer-shaman. The Soborni were not a sea-faring people. He shouldn’t hold either them or Ustdukh to account. Accidents are what falls through the cracks and he had avoided a major one. More to be thankful for. Move on. 

But if he wanted to continue sailing, he needed more reliable information than Squeaky could ever provide, even if the big tidal waves were only an occasional phenomenon not likely to recur in the next few days. Getting that information was a task he could sink his teeth into. 

He hadn’t consulted Kalyna’s vidbook in a while. He stormed inside to his ‘office’ past the fused pieces of electronic equipment lying in a pile. He opened the vidbook angling it to face the gaping picture window. 

But he lacked one essential piece of information – the date. His previous work with the unit had been focused on language and infrastructure. He stared out the vacant window. Images of waves crashing into the breakwater glimmered before his eyes. 

He glanced down into the vidbook. A red dot was blinking suspended in the air of the opened well. 

He touched his finger to it and the display unfolded an animation miniature of the harbour of Soborna Town. A strident male voice in old Lahskan boomed into the room: ‘WARNING!’ and a red box showed script containing the number ’22’ and the anomalous word ‘Blossom-fest’. Was it a month descriptor based on ancient agriculture? The text accompanied a video animation of the anomalous tidal waves slamming the breakwater and damaging unsecured vessels in the harbour. He sank back in his chair stunned. Could that be the date: the 22nd of Blossom-fest? The vidbook was still keyed to real time and locale after all these decades! 

What about the future? He hunched over the display. The clip with voice overlay repeated itself and then disappeared. The same harsh voice and new unknown words in orange came to life. He recognized the number 16, then a jumble of words among which another anomalous word stood out: ‘Sickle-cut’. He gritted his teeth. The new communication had to be about the next tidal event. The year number was the same, but how to verify those presumed ‘months’? The sun from outside beat on the solar cells in the vidbook’s cover and on his head. Drops of sweat from his face fell into the virtual images. 

He found Kalyna’s original video material. Starting with the story of the lazy Chufots he worked his way slowly through a maze of lessons until he dropped into one on the calendar containing vocabulary among which the presumed names of the months stood out in a sequence of regular thirty-five-day intervals. 

He was indeed in the month of ‘Blossom-fest’ and the next tidal event was in ‘Sickle-cut’ apparently five months away. The intonation of the woman’s voice presenting the lesson to a mixed class of uniformed pupils was uncannily similar to Kalyna’s and a pang of longing rose in his chest and blended with the excitement of discovering the new information. 

He would take the trip to the village tomorrow on Kalyna. It would be safe. He set to work making his preparations.
3:03
Kalyna glided out from between the overlapping wings of the breakwater early in the morning, caught the prevailing north-easterly wind and took a southerly course. After trimming the sails, Vlas sat at the stern feeling again the thrill and satisfaction he had never experienced on any starship. It was such a primitive blending of contradictions: activity with inactivity, stability with instability, apparent speed through the water with problematic arrival times. Once everything aboard was set up, there was nothing to do but tend to his course and soak up the glorious vistas around him. He wondered what effect Kalyna’s arrival would have on the Soborni. Perhaps it would implant a new idea. 

He provisioned for a two-day visit to the village and brought herbs and roots that he had quickly collected the previous afternoon. He could stay longer. It all depended on Kalyna. There was much to talk about. Why had she left early? He had gotten over his initial irritation because he was certain for the first time in his life that he had achieved a special bond with someone.

Vlas decided to sleep on the boat to further accustom himself to its constant motion. During Vlas’s bustling about on deck before turning in, Squeaky seemed out of sorts. Perched on the boom holding on to the mast as the boat swayed against the dock, he kept an ominous silence and stared at Vlas with reproachful eyes. Leaving the hatch partly open, Vlas heard a loud squeak as he entered the cabin. 

“You'll just have to get used to the movement of the boat – like me – so stop complaining. Come inside.”

He offered an arm to bring Squeaky into the cabin but the maopass didn’t budge from his perch. Vlas made his bed in the forward cabin, snuffed out the lantern and lay in the dark, relishing the gentle cradling, the myriad sounds of water against the hulls and the breeze humming against the struts. 

In the morning, Vlas emerged from the forward cabin and was greeted by the sight of his carefully stowed packages scattered on the floor of the main cabin. Squeaky was swinging in the netting slung along the ceiling and chewing on a havarna root. His round little face and limpid eyes were fixed on Vlas with a look of perfect and Triumphant innocence. Vlas grinned and shook his head.

He suspected the wooded valley sheltering the village might not be easily identifiable from the boat. He consulted maps in the vidbook and identified the river running through the village. It met the sea in a bay just south of a rocky cape that would be a landmark. Its course might have been slightly retraced over time but he was sure he could find it because of its different colouration. He would hug the coast and trust in the prevailing wind from the northeast to help him up the river before it faded in the late afternoon. If necessary, he could wait offshore for a rising tide. 

Sitting in his cocoon of tranquility maintaining his course, he was confident it would all work out. All he wanted to focus on was the drawing of the sails, the play of sunlight on the dappled waters and the coastline slipping by. Perhaps he could convince Kalyna to go sailing with him and explore the island together. Could he even persuade her to stay with him on the boat?

But the wind off the coast changed direction, coming against him more and more. Because the boat couldn't sail directly into it, he was obliged to head further out to sea to choose the best angle for his approach. Looking back to check for landmarks for his return, he noticed to his satisfaction that the grey cliff face of the Old Town, his terrace over the bunker marina and the massive breakwaters stood out prominently from the surrounding greenery. 

At last he spotted the rocky cape and calculated the angle he needed to reach the river delta. He settled into a pleasant routine maintaining course with one hand on the extension rod to the rudders and enjoying the sensation of one foot trailing in the cool water. 

He was making good progress when, as he was enjoying the view around him, he noticed irregular outlines that seemed to be moving in his direction from below the eastern horizon. It couldn't be windblown detritus – he was in the open sea. He swallowed hard. Was it another, perhaps somewhat minor tidal event!? No, it resolved itself into a flotilla of fin-like shapes that was approaching rapidly, as if under power.
The phenomenon moved closer. It was a school of large jellyfish. Their semi-spherical upper bodies were almost the width of one of his hulls and were capped by a dual array of triangular membranes that resembled rudimentary sails. The jellyfish on Veenaga had poisonous trailing tentacles and worse. Were these more evolved predators? He was hopelessly outnumbered.

He headed up into the wind, furled both sails and rushed into the cabin for a heavy knife he had seen under a counter. Squeaky was sleeping in the swinging net and opened one eye from behind his curled-up tail, then both eyes when he saw the large blade. 

The jellyfish had surrounded his boat. Vlas was struck by the play of colours that coursed in a synchronized pattern on all the membranes. Vlas strained to come up with a plan of action as the largest individual stopped beside him at his steering position. A tentacle the thickness of his finger emerged out of the water and edged vertically toward him. It raised itself to his height and stopped in mid-air. It was solid flesh but composed of a myriad of intertwined tendrils that ended in a spherical tip that was completely translucent and moving from side to side as if scanning the boat. 

Vlas's heart pounded in his ears. There were just two possibilities. The creatures were either friendly or unfriendly. But if unfriendly, shouldn’t he already have been attacked in some fashion? Squeaky’s head made its appearance above the hatchway. His ears shot up at the scene before him. He gave a yelp Vlas had never heard before and disappeared below.

The tentacle standing rigidly in the air began to ripple up and down its length and repeated the same sequence for a number of cycles. At the same time its twin membranes and those of all the others in its flotilla coalesced into a single surface and formed a recognizable image of his boat and him standing at the stern holding his blade. 
The advanced bioluminescence was staggering. They were obviously operating with purpose and intelligence and he saw no hint of hostility on their part. He relaxed and as the boat and the jellyfish drifted calmly downwind Vlas considered whether the fantastic spectacle could be decoded as the signal: 'Wish to Communicate'. 
He put down his chopper. This produced a coordinated wave of rippling colours on all the membranes around him. The tentacle in front of him advanced. Vlas bent over and took a closer look. It did not have any potentially poisonous barbs or mucus on it. He took a deep breath and touched the tip with his finger. His arm recoiled and clutched the railing as a vertiginous stream of images and sensations slammed into his body. The shock seemed to be mutual as the tentacle retracted sharply and the image of his boat on the sail-screens around him dissolved in a spurt of iridescent colours. He forced himself to breathe deeply. These were highly evolved intelligences! But how could he communicate with them without harm to his nervous system? 

The tentacle again advanced in Vlas's direction. He brought his mind to a focus, fought off the queasiness in his belly and slowly reached out his hand. 

He tensed, thought better of it and took a deeper breath. The shock this time was more muted. There was greater coherence to the input and over all of it came a distinct message.

“You are not from this world, land-based life form, possibly not from this continuum. Can you identify your point of origin?”

Controlling his amazement, he concentrated his thoughts. 

“I am a human being but not from this planet. My name is 249K-VLAS. I was a communications officer on a crashed starship. My home planet was in a far-off galaxy and is now destroyed. My arrival here was accidental and even miraculous. I am presently a guest of the humans on this island who have survived the terrible destruction of many years ago. Who are you?”

The answer came as a series of rapid-firing images that momentarily blacked out his vision. His hand jerked back but he had received a fragmentary response. 

“We are . . . Q’erxir . . . Guardians of . . . Interface . . . your intentions . . . our domain?”

He couldn’t continue this for much longer. He allowed some moments to go by to stabilize his senses. Did they think he was invading their territory? How had they spotted him? They clearly patrolled the seas in packs and had advanced visual capabilities but there must be another factor. 

His leg had been trailing in the water much of the time. Had the creatures been receiving intelligence directly from his body? He squatted down and dipped one foot. 

There was no data overload this time. 

“Yes, 249K-VLAS, we have been tracking you and your non-sentient symbiot for some time. We have not received input from land-based life forms for a number of generations, not since the fires in the sky destroyed many of our race. Our mission is to record the history of the seas and to promote the advancement of all intelligent life forms. You have already given us much new input and we have given you in exchange a bank of historical data. We welcome other exchanges and offer you our assistance. But be cautious. The seas have secrets, one you have already experienced and other dangers. Beware of the . . .”

Images were conveyed of rods standing up straight in the water but the transmission was losing its coherency and his eyes had started to tear up. Vlas decided reluctantly to sign off. He tried to adopt a suitable protocol.

“I am grateful for your offer of support. I am tiring now and your signal seems to be degrading. I will process your inputs and look forward to a future encounter. 249K-VLAS signing off on Sailing Vessel Kalyna.”

“Travel safely . . . land- . . . form . . . VLAS-S-S.”

The tentacle retracted into the water and the images on the membranes of the entire flotilla flashed into cycling patterns of colour. They separated to create airfoils, their bodies morphed into a slimmer configuration and began pulsing in unison. As the flotilla headed out to sea, through watery eyes, Vlas noted, with a trace of envy, that it cut an angle to the wind that was closer than Kalyna could achieve. 

Vlas’s hands trembled as he stumbled through resetting his sails as if in a trance. He had come upon a workable system of communication with the bizarre creatures but how much commonality could they achieve and at what cost to his nervous system? What other powers did they possess? He stepped groggily up to his steering position in front of the twin rudders and with sails prone to flapping, Kalyna continued past the rocky headland.

Standing as high as possible holding the extension to the rudders behind his back, he strained his eyes to survey the approach of land. Squeaky reappeared on deck but was moving listlessly. He stared at Vlas and at the converging land. 

Finding the river wasn’t difficult. Vlas headed for the center of river-water discolouration, found the main outlet and stayed within it. The wind still came in steadily from behind and with it a lucky incoming tide. Against the river’s current, they created a choppy ride that was replicated in his belly. 

The river meandered in wide loops that was obviously well acquainted with the irregular high tides and no doubt buffered them judging from the detritus scattered over branches of the trees and undergrowth. Clumps of blue-green grasses that seemed to be tethered to the river’s bottom undulated in an elliptical dance. 

As he got closer to the tall woods that flanked the outer perimeter of the village, the support of wind and tide became fitful. 

Before the wind died completely, Vlas used a boom on the foredeck to plumb the depth. It was only chest-high. He furled the sails and began to pole upstream against the current.

As the forest approached, he looked forward to the shade of their foliage, but then they gave him a start. Would his mast clear the canopy that reached across both banks or would he have to stop short and anchor? From a distance it was impossible to gauge the heights. He stared up anxiously as the gap closed. 

Vlas’s breath faltered then eased as the mast cleared the first limbs of the canopy. The passage through seemed to be feasible but it might take more work than he bargained for and the encounter with the jellyfish was telling on him. Squeaky jumped onto the boom and his eyes scanned the approaching trees. As the top of the mast drifted close to a branch, Squeaky sprinted up to the peak and disappeared into the greenery.

“Come back, Squeaky!”

A faint reply drifted down from the leaves.

Poling continuously, Vlas guided Kalyna through the shaded woods. He heard intermittent drum rolls from the village. Did they know he was coming? Would Kalyna come out to greet him? They had an ominous tone.
He had no idea how extensive the stand of trees was. Jumping from hull to hull sweating profusely and muttering under his breath, he soon gained an appreciation but lost rack of time. 

The drums grew louder, jarring his nerves but proved he was getting closer. New sounds emerged through the brush: human voices in unison and riffs of a flute. 
The outlines of the pavilion loomed through the last few tree trunks. The boat emerged into the pool under the village pavilion with Vlas on the verge of exhaustion. 

In the open, the full volume of the drumming, the chanting and the flute hit his ears like a trip-hammer. The chant had no distinguishable words, only what seemed random vocalizations that stirred up phantoms from his nocturnal healing sessions. He glanced with haggard eyes across to the pavilion a stone’s throw away. He made out Kalyna on her feet with her eyes closed in the centre of the pavilion surrounded by seated villagers all swaying to the rhythm, chanting and gesturing. Her arms twisted in the air around her and her face was strained. A swell of emotion rose in his gut. 

The beach itself was deserted except for a few individuals tending the food trestles who seemed oblivious to his arrival. His silent glide into the pool had gone completely unnoticed. This was definitely not a welcoming committee. Something serious was transpiring to which he was extraneous. At another high-pitched climax all sound dropped off. 

He poled to the middle of the pool and dropped a triangular anchor. A male voice started up that sounded like Verhdum’s and the chant resumed. Kalyna swung to the feeble current and he stumbled back to the cabin. As he twisted his body around in the hatchway to enter, he glanced across and in the late afternoon sunlight caught a glimpse of Kalyna standing silently by the railing looking at him, but momentum and sheer exhaustion propelled him downward. He sank onto the couch and lost consciousness even before his head hit the cushions.

An unremitting chain of images snapped on and off accompanied by an insistent almost sub-sonic beat.

In the Beginning, the Source of Infinite Potential released Itself in explosions of intelligent light that coalesced over the eons into matter. Discarnate geometrical entities configured laws of attraction and repulsion and encouraged galaxies, stars and planets to adopt corresponding symmetries. Crystalline voices tinkled choruses of praise to the Divine Maker as they nudged inanimate matter into infinite varieties of cellular life. 

A succession of cataclysms, random and programmed, promoted the advance of Life on the many worlds. Asteroids smashed into shallow sea beds cracking open planetary crusts. Magma oozed, chains of volcanos erupted, created heights, depths and creeping continents. The air and land burned and blackened, waters steamed, carcasses of primordial sea and land life were heaped on beaches, marshes and plains. New life forms emerged and grew dominant. 

But ascent to higher consciousness was sporadic and problematic. 

Cultures in the depths of Lahska’s oceans battled for supremacy. Distinct species of molluscs pursued disparate paths of evolution. Nomads of the deep confronted the fixed conglomerations on the sea bed – asphyxiation gels and lightning bolts the weapons of choice. 

On land, equally fierce conflicts decimated kindred races from age to age. Orbs of doom flashed through skies day and night spraying annihilation onto cities and continents.

Throughout the galaxies, civilizations rose and fell, world after world perished.

The overseeing geometries despaired. New messages coursed through the heavens. Decisions were taken, agendas prepared, local agents activated . . .

He moaned in his sleep, tossed and turned but his breath evened out and he found rest.

He is at sea on Kalyna. The jellyfish flotilla has surrounded the boat and are attacking. They chant a war cry that is the same as his old brigade’s. They rise up out of the water with tentacles armed with hooks that thrash wildly about as they advance. The twin membranes on their crests become red eyes that glare at him in hatred. One of the fins on his right hull has run over and mutilated a young one. It is floating astern writhing helplessly almost split in two. Vlas looks down at it in shock. It was an accident! He hadn’t noticed it until the last moment. He is sorry. Surely, they understand. Weren’t they friends now? They are almost within tentacle reach and are raising their hooks to strike at him. Their furious chant freezes into one shrill note but stops dead. 

Kalyna has appeared on the right hull enveloped in a halo of blue light. She advances toward the stern with an even gliding motion above the shifting deck. Vlas watches immobile as she crosses in front of him with her eyes fixed ahead of her. She calmly steps off the stern, floats down and approaches the stricken juvenile. She reaches down and passes her hand over the wound in his body. The lips of raw flesh on each side of the fissure merge and seal. His membranes flash a flurry of colours and give out a melodious tone. The angry red eyes of the adults disappear and Kalyna’s image materializes on all their membranes. Their chant bursts into a joyful chorus to match the young one’s new harmonies. It rises up out of the water along with all the adults and waves a tentacle toward Kalyna. She takes it in her hand and invites the assembly to join them. One by one they link together. Kalyna’s feet begin to move in slow rhythmic steps over the waves. The adults respond and they all begin to dance around the boat. She looks up at Vlas with a smile. Vlas raises his foot to drop down beside her . . .
Suddenly there were voices. 

“*** Waa-aa-aa!  Cheela afraid!” 

“*** Erzumi say stay far  *** Ocean Monster!”

“*** Monster eats children *** Comes eat Cheela!”

“*** Look!  Monster has big mouth! *** Ready bite Cheela head!”

“*** Cheela not baby  *** Not Monster  *** New Ustdukh friend”

“*** Why Ustdukh not tell before?”

“*** Ustdukh only tells when need”

“*** Erzumi says Monster not Ustdukh friend”

Morning and he was suffocating. Apocalyptic scenarios flashed before his eyes and threw him into outer space. His numb body was in free fall, air sucked out of his lungs and there was no bottom in sight. 

He rose up off the couch in a panic, pushed toward the half-open hatchway, gripped the frame with both fists and thrust his head into the open.

“*** Ai-i-i-i!  *** Monster eat Vulahsu whole body  *** Now only head left!”

The phantom downloads had come to life to haunt him. Distorted creatures were glaring at him from the water with blazing eyes and gaping mouths. 

The situation looked grim but the free fall was easing. A pleasant melody was playing in the background. He was just floating now and a new solidity rose up to catch him. Those weren’t cosmic hostiles, just their living descendants. He stared at them. They looked familiar, especially the boy who had a head double normal size. Air streamed back into his chest. 

He had touched bottom and landed on his feet. He was safe now, except the flooring was moving under him. He was on a boat, marooned with him on this new planet. This touchdown had been smooth, much more agreeable than the first. That one hadn’t gone well at all. 

His body rose up from the hatch.

“*** Ah-aa-aa-aa!  *** Vulahsu comes back life  *** Need tell Kalyna”  

“*** Erzumi says Vulahsu Monster prisoner”

He heard Kalyna’s name. Of course, this was where she lived. His brain had been fried but was finally engaging. What was he going to do about the faces around him? How would Kalyna receive him? 

Kalyna’s voice came across the water. His heart skipped a beat. She was standing at the edge of the pavilion where he now heard only subdued chanting. Most of her body was visible through the wooden railing. Her face was more relaxed. She addressed the children in the pool.

“*** Vulahsu not Monster prisoner  *** Vulahsu find old Lahska ocean wagon  *** Play together”

He stared at Kalyna groggily. Standing in the golden early morning sun enhanced the patchwork colours of her bare arms and neck. Something moved within him. In that cave temple on Veenaga during his initiation trials he had kissed a dimly lit female figurine. It was now in front of him life-size, amply illuminated and alive. She turned to Vlas.

“*** Daizheb give you peace Vulahsu”

The tightness in his chest eased.

A halting response jerked out of his mouth. 

“. . . give you peace . . . Kalyna . . . make . . . big meeting?”

“*** Ma-Chermak sick  *** Almost take long Daizheb sleep  *** Soborni make big pray Daizheb  *** Now Ma-Chermak sleeps  *** Vulahsu visits shares food?”

“Vlas have herb root”

“*** Children take now  “*** Erzumi Cheela Hnizd Lasha!  *** Help Vulahsu give medicine”

The children were staring at him and the boat with huge eyes. 

The boy with the oversize head bobbed dutifully but looked unhappy about the assignment. Vlas looked at him and remembered hearing a young girl’s voice come out of his mouth at the girl’s funeral. His skin didn’t crawl this time. 

Vlas went below and came out with an armful of leaf-wrapped packages which he placed on the stern of the right hull. With mouths agape the youngsters were still looking at him and the boat gently swinging at anchor but moved closer. He would invite them on board to play and explore while he talked to Kalyna. Things were looking hopeful. If only Squeaky were there with him, it might go more easily. 

“After give package  Children come play  Not danger”

While it might not be too high for them to reach the packages, they would need assistance getting aboard. He used a docking line, triple-knotted it in several places and made a big loop in the end. He fastened it to one rudder post and dropped it into the water. A look of comprehension and potential fun crossed Erzumi’s face. 
They all turned to Kalyna. She smiled.

“*** Sea wagon same house  *** Not hurt  Moves like tree game  *** Help Vulahsu first”

Vlas squatted down beside the packets of herbs and roots and motioned for the children to approach. A voice piped up. The youngest girl in the group, whose head was barely out of the water, moved closer toward the boat. 

“*** Cheela goes first!”

She reached out her hand. It had six fingers and tattoo-like rings around all of them. She turned to the boys and stuck out her tongue. Vlas passed over a green package, she placed it on her head, made a face at an older boy behind her and pushed through the water toward the beach. The others slowly closed in and Vlas distributed the packets. Erzumi was the last. He stood only chest deep and was looking thoughtfully at the rope apparatus as he approached the stern of the boat. He gave it a tug with both hands that made the hulls sway to one side. 

“*** Good  Strong” he commented, gave Vlas a satisfied glance then reached out to accept a package.

“Boat strong  Erzumi strong” Vlas responded. 

The children would need supervision in his absence. He decided to have Erzumi take responsibility for the children if they returned to the boat.

“Children come back play  Erzumi watch all safe”

Pointing to the anchor line he added quickly.

“Not pull front rope”

The boy nodded and waded away. His huge face had the makings of a smile.

Kalyna disappeared inside the pavilion. The flute still playing was melodic and a relief after the trills he had heard when he first arrived the day before. 

Vlas closed the main hatch and lowered himself into the pool. As the cool water flowed up his body it was welcome but didn’t quench the warmth he felt in all his limbs. He wouldn’t let the relative lack of acknowledgement of his arrival by the villagers bother him. Kalyna had given him enough for now.

Vlas took two big steps, felt the resistance of the water and remembered how on his last visit he had surged forward pushing desperately to escape his humiliation. He cut his pace and enjoyed both the sun’s warmth and the water’s coolness on his skin. As he neared the shore his feet encountered the beat coming from the pavilion. 

The pavilion was emptying. Villagers with heads down and serious expressions were heading to their longhouse quarters and stepping to syncopated tones from the pavilion. Clusters stopped on the beach and whispered to each other nodding in Kalyna’s direction. 

The four children were gathered by the cooking facilities in front of the longhouse, close to the pavilion. They deposited their packages in a large basket and were talking excitedly to another group. Erzumi pointed to the stern of the right hull of the boat and made climbing motions with his legs. 

Out of the corner of his eye he sensed that a Soborni was advancing on a converging path. He recognized Ortsana, his ‘nurse’, carrying a large basin. Recollections of her reticence and serious face receded into the background. As their paths converged, he was amazed that both their bodies, legs and feet were lifting and stepping in synch with each other. As Vlas crossed the water line he called out.

“Vlas happy meet thank Ortsana”

Their steps curved in toward each other. 
Her body was bent over but her face turned to him. He was astonished to see a smiling left profile approaching whose eye and mouth were curled up affably while the features on her right side were tight and skewed downward. In all of her ministrations how had he never encountered her face from this angle? 

They stopped one pace away from each other. Vlas made fleeting eye contact as Ortsana’s forehead turned toward him. Although each side of her face was configured differently, both eyes shared a penetrating depth. Vlas inclined his head but could not make full contact. Ortsana’s mouth opened.

“*** Ma-Chermak has red fever  *** Kalyna gives care  *** Vulahsu go now meet Ma-Chermak?”  She pointed an elbow toward the pavilion. 

Vlas glanced inside the basin his old nurse was carrying. It was filled with cloth stained yellow, pink and brown. Pungent odours rose from the basin. His gut tensed, then relaxed. It was only the natural smell of fermenting organics. 

Ortsana caught his glance.

“*** Ortsana goes wash  *** All room now full”

Ortsana stepped ahead and Vlas fell in with her. Their steps merged with the flute tune coming from the pavilion. 

Vlas stopped at the pavilion and bowed to Ortsana. Her eyes wrinkled as she took in the two of them together. Wagging her head from side to side, she carried on ahead with the basin.

He looked up at Kalyna. Her face had a wistful smile and her eyes gently met his. It took his breath away but behind their bewitching misalignment he sensed a veil of unease. She held out her hand. He mounted the steps, took her hand and with her slight limp and leaning on him she led him into the pavilion. 

“*** When Kalyna return  *** Find Ma-Chermak take red fever  *** Happen before  *** Every time dangerous” 

Two cots lay in the centre of the pavilion, one empty and the other with Chermak lying in it with her back to them. As he approached, he heard moans. Kalyna picked up an open gourd of water and sprinkled some herbs into it. She knelt on the bed and gently turned Chermak's body around. He was stunned. She had not only lost weight and the lines on her face widened and deepened but her skin had turned a shade of orange Vlas had never seen before in a human. Kalyna started silently administering the mixture with a wooden spoon.

He took a deep breath and ventured a greeting.

“Vlas greet Ma-Chermak  Sad see Ma-Chermak sick”

Chermak's red-rimmed eyes opened for an instant, focussed briefly, then became unfocussed, her lips mumbled an inaudible greeting and her eyes closed. 

With the medicine taken, Kalyna had her mother resume her previous position. She picked up a tray and motioned with her head for Vlas to follow her. 

As he eased himself down beside Kalyna on one of the benches facing the lagoon, the questions and topics he had been nurturing all day evaporated. Kalyna’s face appeared serene but her eyes were downcast.

“*** If Ma-Chermak not better tomorrow  *** Maybe take long Daizheb sleep” 

“Vlas very sorry  If Ma-Chermak die who now village chief?”

“*** Kalyna new Village Mother”

He pondered in silence.

“How Vlas help Kalyna?”

She nodded her head. 

“*** Vulahsu brings herb  *** Soborni thank Vulahsu  *** Wait Daizheb Spirit help” 

She wiped her eyes with her sleeve, gave a toss of her head and smiled. 

“*** Now time eat  *** Time pray  *** Give Daizheb thanks all same”

They loaded the tray from the food trestles nearby and returned to the pavilion. Her hands wove a pattern of silent blessing over the dishes familiar to him: the spicy gruel, the passable root-based stew, salad of crunchy leaves and stalks of rafali and zalava, kaula tablet bread, tasty curdled milk and open gourds of kalapa juice.

They ate silently. When they had finished, Kalyna sighed and turned to Vlas.

“*** Kalyna now tells Vulahsu  *** BloodMoon comes in nine day  *** Vulahsu come near evening  *** Ustdukh later tells when Daizheb-Born-Time”

His chest tightened but more data would give him something to work with.

“Kalyna tell Vlas how Daizheb-Born-Time go” 

Her eyes glanced erratically back and forth at his face.

“*** First shows Soborni history  *** MagicStone makes Soborni ready  *** Helps find one two three partner  *** Go plant seed”

Her face became more serious and distant. 

“*** Soborni never sure who MagicStone gives  *** Maybe not give Kalyna Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu perhaps not give seed Kalyna  *** Vulahsu makes more baby”

A shiver passed through his body 

“Vlas want only Kalyna”

She shook her head slowly. 

“*** Kalyna Vulahsu private  *** Vulahsu duty help all Soborni  *** Village same family”

Kalyna got up. 

“*** Kalyna stays Ma-Chermak  *** Vulahsu comes later?”

Vlas nodded. 

“Vlas go sleep now  Vlas still tired”

Their eyes made contact and Vlas thought he saw a silent movement of her lips. She bobbed a formal goodbye, took his hand and accompanied him as far as the pavilion. 

Rhythmically moving villagers were clearing up the pavilion and the trestles along the beach. They each paused and bowed ceremoniously as he passed by. 

“*** Vulahsu welcome”  “*** Thank Vulahsu many herb”  “*** Soborni happy ocean monster not eat Vulahsu!”

The children were all absorbed in talking amongst themselves as he passed by. The young and adult women`s eyes looked at the ground as he moved by them and he began to feel apprehensive. They were surely quite aware of his and their forthcoming roles. Were they getting excited at the prospect of communal lovemaking? What about him? He wasn't. 

He reached the boat, dropped onto the couch and passed out.

The Teknos of the Reclamation Clinic have drugged him and the children who had been captured in the cave. They are projecting videos of his dissident parents killing and torturing other children. The electrodes on his skull feed shocks that are timed to each of his parents' faked brutal actions. The images burn into his subconscious. He is finally released with altered identity and attitudes and sent to Cadet Academy to become a storm trooper. 
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Vlas awoke after his nap not really refreshed. Were bad dreams never going to stop? His fingers pressed tightly against his forehead.

He had taken too much for granted. Kalyna wasn’t going to become his mate as he had hoped. He had to instead do his ‘civic’ duty in a noble cause at Daizheb-Born-Time. She did want him to attend the BloodMoon Ceremony in nine days – as a kind of initiation?. Would there be any point in waiting around because of Chermak’s illness and the intensive Soborni treatments? 
“Disse take it all!” he muttered to himself.

An image of Kalyna’s delicately misaligned eyes suddenly flooded his mind and he slammed his fist down on the arm of the couch. It was definitely not the same old story as on Veenaga only wrapped up in new packaging. He had tasted what must be the real thing. A whole different suite of emotions inhabited his body now – a blend of terror and tenderness whose centre was Kalyna but whose circumference was the new world around him. 

Should he get more details about the actual selection process at Daizheb-Born-Time? No, it wouldn’t make any difference. Even if Kalyna was to be one of his partners, he wanted only her and not be part of a stud programme. Were there any other options? 

Could he bring about changes in their selection process, make it based on mutual attraction, not random assignment by the ‘magic stone’, whatever that was? He shook his head at the thought. It was highly unlikely at this late date. 

What would make a difference was the Soborni’s inventory of mood-altering substances sure to be at hand. They had better be potent.

This trip had gotten him nowhere. He was going back to base and regroup.

A thought strayed into his mind. What would be the jellyfish’s ‘cosmic perspective’ on this situation? 

“*** Vuh - lah - su!  *** Vuh - lah - su!”

He rose slowly to the voices behind the boat. He stumbled to the hatchway and shaded his eyes from the glare. Subdued chanting and a flute was coming from the pavilion. 

An expanded group of children was clustered around Kalyna’s two sterns. Solemn wide-eyed faces stared up at him, at the bulk of the twin hulls and at the towering mast with its struts. Erzumi pointed to the knotted line trailing by the right rudder and made climbing motions to the other children.

“*** Look!  Easy!  *** Kalyna says not danger  *** Vulahsu water house”

Vlas was silent, then added a halting invitation.

“Children welcome . . . Come” 

Erzumi first, then Kari, Cheela, Lasha, Kolyak, Hnizd, Laidak and Yasen methodically started pulling themselves up. Soon all were aboard, gingerly walking about the deck ‘oohing’, sensing how it moved erratically yet almost predictably beneath them with each step, touching the mast, the lines and the silvery boom. They peered down into the shaded cabin, leaned out against the struts and giggled when they made the hulls rock. Cheela jumped onto the open netting between the twin bows, started bouncing up and down and was immediately joined by some of her friends. Their yelps and squeals of delight grated on his buzzing head. 

Vlas took a better look at them and his gut tightened. These were the next generation of Soborni, individuals ranging in age from about six to twelve or thirteen. Some had misshaped heads and contorted bodies, varying skin colouration and facial features distorted as if by rippling water. It was such a crushing injustice! Was this what the unfolding cosmic plan looked like at close quarters? He clenched his teeth. 

The chanting and flute in the background suddenly became more prominent and pressure welled up behind his eyes. In a flash he was standing in the water looking up at his haggard face, then he was back on board, then again in the water, then again on board. 

He had to do something, say something nice or he would go mad. 

“Children play now on ocean wagon  After play children want go down river together not far?”

The children looked around scrutinizing each other’s faces without uttering a sound. Cheela spoke up.

“*** Children not go far  *** Stop Karanata place  *** Vulahsu first talk Kalyna”

He nodded and glanced over to the pavilion. Elders were chanting to the flute being played by Verhdum and Kalyna was moving slowly around what must be Chermak’s cot. She looked up. Wisps of incense passed by her head. 

Muttering under his breath, he eased himself down into the pool, bent down and splashed water over his face appreciating the coolness against his numb eyes. He dunked his whole body and gulped the coolness down in eager draughts so as to feel it both over and inside his body. He straightened up. Kalyna was watching him from the pavilion leaning on the railing for support. As he approached the beach, he heard a number of splashes behind him. 
Kalyna faced him at the top of the stairs to the pavilion, twisted her body sideways and used both feet for each step downward. Her face was drawn. She limped more slowly and haltingly than before and never took her eyes off him. Her left eye made contact but her wayward right eye trembled progressively to the right. Shivers ran up and down his spine. 

Kalyna inclined her forehead, he bent his own head toward hers and they brushed faces lightly against each other. He needed no medkit to diagnose the flush of her skin and the tremors of her body. Her voice in his ear was barely audible.

“*** Ma-Chermak live but Kalyna have fever  *** Need rest  *** What Vulahsu plan?”

The plan had disappeared.

“Vlas stay village help Kalyna”

Her body relaxed then tensed.

“*** Better Vulahsu wait Old Town  *** Vulahsu here Kalyna get no rest”

A thrill ran down his spine. He tasted a minor victory. Should he press on? But it was followed by a twitch in his gut. He took a deep breath.

“Vlas return Old Town  Give Kalyna rest  Vlas want give children sea wagon ride not far  What Kalyna say?” 

Her lips pressed against his cheek, curled upwards, then relaxed. 

“*** Vulahsu Kalyna hero again”  

His chest filled so rapidly he thought it would burst. She looked over at the children who had followed Vlas.
*** When reach Karanata place  *** Children return village”

There was a cheer behind his back. 

He directed Erzumi to pull up the anchor and stow it on the bow of the right hull. Vlas picked up the pole, stood on the bow of the other hull and nudged Kalyna around to face the pool’s outlet. He asked everyone to sit and hold on. The boat would give the children a unique experience, not a sea-going one but a safe imitation down the river as far as their karanata taboo allowed. Kalyna picked up the current and entered the woods.

As the mast passed close to a clump of overhanging branches, there was a sudden rustling of leaves and with a piercing cry Squeaky swung out and sprang onto the masthead. He slipped partway down, looked up and directed more cries to the tree tops. 

“Squeaky! Welcome back!” Vlas shouted. He held Kalyna steady.

The children squealed with delight.

“*** Sukweeki?”  “*** Vulahsu has maopass!”  “*** Little devil friend!”

Vlas smiled. 

“Small devil  Big friend” 

It might be a good day after all. 

Suddenly, the face of another maopass appeared through the leaves. Squeaky offered up a chorus of encouragement and after some hesitation his companion jumped onto the mast and fastened itself there cowering and chattering. The children gave another hoot of laughter.

“*** Heee!”  “*** Sukweeki has girlfriend”  “*** Soon BabyMake same Vulahsu”

The children looked at him, then at each other. Heads nodded up and down in silence. A frown passed between the two older girls. Vlas shook his head and eased the boat back into the current. 

From their perch Squeaky and the new maopass observed the deck crowded with gleeful Soborni children staring up at them. Squeaky directed a few whoops to his companion, slid down to the foot of the mast and waited as the new maopass scanned the scene below. Exchanging messages with Squeaky, it started to descend. 

Squeaky ignored the hoots and cries of the children around him, dashed across the cabin roof to the hatchway, issued final instructions to his companion and disappeared inside. Matching the squeals of the children and Squeaky’s with its own, the maopass touched down at the base of the mast, squinted at the children surrounding it and scuttled along the cabin roof to the open hatchway. There it hesitated, stared down inside and finally jumped into the interior. Squeaky’s cries of welcome erupted out of the open hatch.

Despite the mild torpor in his head Vlas felt a pang of joy. A few things were working in the right direction, there were sure to be more.

Standing on the left bow, he stared ahead and pondered the dynamics of downstream travel. With her new speed, Kalyna was making enough steerage-way that he could use the rudders instead of the pole and he took up his normal position. 

The tree line ahead didn’t bring up any challenges. To Vlas’s surprise the children seemed to have settled into a trance sitting quietly in various locations scanning the woods passing by. 

Erzumi raised his arm.

“*** Look!  *** Old tree hut fall down!”

A number of youngsters pointed out fruit trees he had been too occupied to notice the day before. Branches hanging high over the water seemed quite inaccessible by land but an idea came to his head.

“Vlas give children chance catch fruit  Children show Vlas what tree ready”

The children looked around at each other and smiles broke out.

When the mast snagged a stray branch of a rafali tree, they cried out in a chorus.

“*** Yaaah!  *** Rafali not good  *** Only kaula loolyon ready”

All the same, clusters of immature white balls dropped onto the heads of Lasha, Kolyak and Laidak sitting on the coach roof. They squirmed with pleasure, picked up the fruit and tossed them at Cheela and her mates sitting on the netting at the bow who laughed, caught most of them and tossed them back at their senders. 

Erzumi, who had been standing up front, pointed ahead.

“*** Look!  Good kaula!”

Two boat-lengths downstream, a canopy of dark leaves studded with yellow globes spread high over the river and high above Kalyna’s mast. The accessible fruit lay on lower branches close to the bank. Vlas’s only recourse was to head for a likely branch and collect the falling harvest. A cushioned impact would not affect the integrity of the mast or its supports.

“Children!  Vlas touch kaula tree  Children catch fruit  Children understand?”

Smiles spread all around.

“*** Yaaah-or!”

He aimed for a branch that was densely laden with fruit. The children took position around the foot of the mast.

Kari had a puzzled look on her face.

“*** What use catch fruit?  *** No basket!”

Cheela piped up. 
“*** Use long shirt  *** See!” 

She spread apart the bottom of her shift. Erzumi appeared to stand on his dignity as the eldest and looked on with a frown.

Kalyna’s mast approached the tree and a long cry rose up.

“*** Aaayaa-ooop!”

The masthead dragged along the branches of the kaula tree and created a downpour of fist-sized yellow fruit into seven outstretched laps. As the peak of the mast nestled in a fork, Kalyna’s sterns started swinging around. They picked up circular momentum and provided a new delight for the youngsters. 

“*** Heeee!  Make dizzy!  *** Same BloodMoon dance!”

Vlas wasn’t able to prevent the hulls from making a complete rotation. Leaves, twigs and more fruit rained down on the deck and onto the heads of the whole company. Kalyna’s sterns were now pointing downstream. Before Vlas could react, the masthead twisted free and released Kalyna backwards into the current. 

She proceeded peacefully in her new configuration but rather more awkwardly than before. Seeing a stretch of river with no obvious obstructions he decided to return Kalyna to her rightful stance. Kalyna’s sterns slowly paid off and picked up speed in the turn, much to the children’s renewed delight. He hurried back to the rudders and managed to bring the boat to a straight track.

Erzumi spoke up and pointed ahead before Vlas could say anything. 

“*** River turn  *** Karanata start  *** Children leave Vulahsu sea wagon” 

“Vlas understand  Go alone now  Children take kaula village  Where good stop?” 

Erzumi raised his hand and pointed to a break in the tree line further up. A low grassy bank appeared at a bend of the river on the right. 

Vlas considered how he was going to disembark his charges. He pointed to the clasps in the railings on the side of the right hull.

“Erzumi open here  Make easy leave  Erzumi understand?”

Erzumi frowned and stepped over to where Vlas was pointing. He squatted down and studied the metal fastenings, found the loose pieces and disengaged them from their partner. The horizontal struts dropped to the deck and created a free space. He grunted and turned to his friends sitting behind him. His enormous face smiled broadly. They laughed and stamped their feet.

“*** Yaaah!  *** Erzumi same Ustdukh  *** Makes big magic!”

Vlas was pleased too.

“When reach land Erzumi go hold sea wagon – there”

He pointed to a strut supporting the mast. Erzumi nodded. 

Kalyna scraped against the river bank. 

“Children make ready leave”

Erzumi stepped confidently onto the grass and held the strut. Vlas stood by with his pole. 

“Children go slow Need first sit  Big girl go first show other”

The children rose holding up their fruit-laden shifts and filed over to the opening. The two older girls Kolyak and Lasha sat down on the edge of the deck, planted their feet on the ground and lifted themselves onto the shore without losing any fruit. The others followed suit with minor variations. When Cheela landed successfully, she emptied her shift onto the ground and turned to the youngest, last member of the company, Yasen, who was studying the situation with a pinched face. 

“*** Cheela help Yasen  *** Give Cheela kaula  *** Yasen jump”

Yasen grinned and poured his kaula into Cheela’s lap. Pumping his arms, he sprang clear from the deck onto the bank. A cheer went up.

“*** Yaaaah! Yasen safe  Kaula safe!”

With a pang in his chest Vlas looked over the Soborni youngsters sorting themselves out on the grass. It had been his first-ever charge of young children and quite pleasant. Would he soon be adding to their number?

“Erzumi!  Let go!”

Erzumi released the strut, stepped back and stared at the boat starting to drift away. Holding their shifts, the children lined up along the bank beside him. Vlas lifted his pole high in the air. 

“Vlas enjoy together children See soon  Vlas come BloodMoon” 

The children began bouncing up and down on the balls of their feet without spilling the kaula in their laps and began chanting. 

“*** Vuh-lah-su!  Vuh-lah-su!  *** Kalyna hero!  Children hero!”

Cheela’s face seemed oddly shiny. His own eyes also seemed damp.

The children continued their lively chant as Kalyna drifted into mid-channel. Erzumi was silent, staring with a frown at the boat as it picked up speed and rounded the bend.

With the sound of the chanting still in his ears, Vlas scanned ahead and went into the cabin for water. Squeaky and his new friend were asleep in the netting. 

The trip through the remainder of the woods was placid. Vlas was able to brush against another kaula tree to bring down fruit, but all the loolyon were inaccessible. 

Once out of the woods Kalyna picked up hints of the prevailing north-east wind and Vlas unfurled the mainsail to take advantage of the stronger gusts whenever possible. Gusts gave way to a steady breeze as they approached the sea but they encountered an incoming tide and their progress was accomplished by a combination of sail, river current and vigorous poling. Now it seemed the more he sweated, the better his head felt.

When Kalyna reached the sea, Vlas had to tack to the south in order to clear the rocky cape at the best angle. As the shore slipped by, the sun was too bright and the wind strumming over the struts moaned in his ears. They were almost at the end of their tack at the southern end of the bay and ready to point toward the open ocean. Squeaky and his companion were still asleep below. 

A large patch of dark green kelp appeared directly ahead. It wasn't worth changing course, but as they passed into it there was a commotion in the water alongside the hulls. The long strands of fleshy weeds turned bright red and began to churn the waters around them. They stiffened, lifted themselves up and formed a palisade alongside the twin hulls, curving a pathway forward that the boat would be forced to follow. To his horror Vlas saw the water ahead swirl into a vortex. His heart in his mouth, he raced below.

When he came back on deck, the rods of rigid kelp were nudging the boat powerfully toward the vortex. Vlas started swinging a chopper at the writhing strands, but they were dense and fibrous and it took all the strength he could muster and sustained slashes to cut through some of them. The boat was still being slowly edged towards the central vortex where two circles of yellow teeth sliding against each other had emerged. His chopping and slashing up and down the hulls became frantic. 

Suddenly the rods still gripping the boat recoiled, released their hold and dropped back into the water. Their red faded to dark green and the vortex with the teeth submerged. The boat’s forward push stopped. He jumped back to the rudders and brought Kalyna through the wind onto the opposite tack. Kalyna picked up speed, cleared the area and Vlas set a course to pass the rocky cape. 

Chest heaving, he collapsed on the bench in front of the rudders and closed his eyes. Was that what the jellyfish had tried to warn him about? He breathed deeply, murmured a stream of thanks and worked on letting the tension drain from his body. 

Kalyna rounded the rocky cape and took the open sea. Land at a distance and dark blue water brought security. Sunshine, wind and man working together performed their magic. Time was marked only by Kalyna’s rising and falling with the ocean swell. When the bluffs of the Old Town drifted to best advantage, Vlas set a course back to the safety of his harbour. 

Squeaky showed his face in the hatchway, held one paw over his eyes and blinked uneasily in the sunlight. He squeaked a signal to his mate below and scampered up to his usual place on the cabin roof in the shade of the sail. The second face appeared in the hatchway hardly distinguishable from Squeaky's except for a darker band of bluish fur around the eyes and muzzle. Reluctant to leave the cabin, the maopass directed anxious glances at Vlas, at Squeaky above and at the waves and spray going by them. With Squeaky making encouraging noises from above, it left the open hatchway and crouched on the seat across from Vlas. The sail flapping over its head and the unpredictable movement of the boat made it search fitfully for a paw hold. 

“You'll get your sea legs soon. Just a matter of time. What am I going to call you?”

There was a sudden lurch of the hulls and Squeaky’s companion snatched a length of line beside it and gave it a sharp tug. The line tore out of the maopass’s paw and flew upwards. The sail overhead swung to the side with a bang and Squeaky was nearly thrown off the roof of the cabin. He let out a stream of howls which were answered roundly by his companion. It disappeared with a loud squawk into the cabin followed by Squeaky and they maintained the exchange below. 

Vlas laughed, reached for the loose line and brought the sail back to its original trim.

“I know what we'll call you – Grabber!”

The afternoon resumed its lazy course. The coast on his left was slipping by at a good pace and he was lined up with the bluffs of his destination. He suddenly realized he had been keeping his feet out of the water the whole time. An encounter with his companions of the interface, after the one he had barely survived, was sure to prove interesting. If he didn't actually touch them, he might be able to carry on an equal-sided conversation. He leaned over the stern and dipped an arm into the water for a quick message.

“This is Vlas on Sailing Vessel Kalyna calling the Guardians of the Interface. If you receive me, do you wish to resume our exchange?”

There was an almost instantaneous response.

“We are registering your thought quite clearly, Land-form 249K-VLAS. Another direct encounter would be most enjoyable. Our closest cell will rendezvous with you shortly.”

“Do you require my constant contact with the sea in order to locate me?”

“Such contact is unnecessary. We have your co-ordinates.”

From his end, their message was also loud and clear. What was 'our cell'? Did they consider themselves just units of a large collective entity? 

SunStar had barely descended one diameter when a band of colourful sails cruised into view from the horizon below it. They changed their sail configuration and body contours, swerved around to match the boat's course and Kalyna was soon encircled. Again, the largest individual in the group drifted closer and the image of Kalyna with Vlas sitting at the stern materialized on its united membranes. Vlas turned sideways and let his leg drop into the water. 

“Greetings. I am happy to see you.”

“Welcome, Land-form 249K-VLAS. Do you wish to exchange data?”

“Of course, let me inform you about my encounter today.”

In his mind Vlas replayed images of himself on the deck swinging his chopper at the red kelp. 

“Yes, we tried to warn you about that danger, but perhaps you were not able to absorb our input completely. They are the 'skamtk-alg', the scourge of inshore waters. You did well to escape. They have probably never met such resistance before and withdrew. Their prey is normally sea creatures that have strayed too far inshore or were infirm. All of our attempts to enlighten them have failed. They are extremely fixed in their ways.”

Suddenly the sails of the jellyfish around Vlas started to vibrate and flap vigorously. The phenomenon spread outwards in successive circles until the whole flotilla seemed to be shaking uncontrollably. He swallowed hard. Was this another metamorphosis? The spectacle lasted a score of anxious breaths. The sails of the leader and his fleet slowly resumed their usual configuration.

“Yes . . . excuse our lapse into what may seem unwarranted levity but it has been a long time since we have had the opportunity to indulge in semantic play with a peer intelligence. Returning to the subject at hand, we advise you to shun that whole area and comparable ones along the coasts. We can give you those coordinates in due time.”

“Are there other dangers I should be aware of?”

There was a brief pause. 

“Below the interface are many species of carnivorous life-forms comparable to the ones on your home system, but total immersion is the determinant of risk. Have you that capability also?”

“No. This vessel is limited to the surface. That dimension is familiar to my race but my past work has been only in the emptiness of interstellar space. Have you that concept?”

“Yes. Our origin is also not of this planet but that was eons ago before your race was born. You have thought 'emptiness of space' but scanning your cellular record reveals significant interaction with non-organic extra-galactic entities, both benign and otherwise.”

Vlas was taken aback. 

“What do you mean?”

“Our code prohibits us from being too explicit, but your presence on this planet – as is ours – is not an accident. A determination at one point was made to assist you.”

“Assist me! By who?”

“By non-material inter-dimensional entities whose mission is to seed, nurture and sometimes protect intelligent life forms. Examine your data bank carefully. We too were once such a race but decided to incarnate into this particular space-time.”

“Why?”

“As a service. It is the duty of Evolved Ones to oversee and assist their evolving juniors. You are surprised because your race is young and excited by the adventure of physicality, but other dimensions of experience also exist with unimaginable powers, some of which we have retained but modified.”

Vlas was silent.

“We sense that we have stressed your neurological systems. We can reduce the intensity of data transfer.”

Vlas felt as though a fog was creeping over his eyes. Data overload again. He sighed.

“You must excuse me. Your information is fascinating but I am experiencing a challenge absorbing your input and need to take time to process. All the same, you are welcome to accompany me on this course and we can resume later.”

“We have long awaited such an opportunity to interact with another intelligence, Land-form 249K-VLAS. You may take your time.”

Shaking his head, Vlas withdrew his leg from the water. The haze in his mind persisted and he was glad for the sporadic bursts of spray landing on his face and chest. He had to be diplomatic but he was not sure he was benefiting much from this kind of bizarre cosmic interchange. 

His life on Lahska was focused around muddling through day-to-day and his encounters with Soborni were challenging enough. Of course, he would be grateful for information about the red kelp and other ‘dangers to navigation’, but he doubted his companions would have much input about terrestrial existence, let alone his personal life. He shook his head briskly. 

The fog in his head was clearing, returning a strong image of who and where he was – a castaway on a ravaged planet in a galactic wilderness. 

On the other hand, he knew he should be glad for their company. There was satisfaction in associating with highly evolved – albeit bizarre – intelligent entities and he could use all the help he could get. 

However, weren’t there privacy issues here to consider? Clearly, he was much of an open book. 

It seemed hardly worth the effort to think about it. How could there be any areas of conflict given their enormous differences? He needed all the support he could muster from any source. He had no choice but to offer them his trust.

SunStar dropped further toward the eastern horizon and he made out the unmistakable straight lines of the twin breakwaters. The tidal current seemed to be minimal, would neither help nor hinder his entrance and he would still have the steady onshore breeze. 

He had not made any further contact with his companions but they had sailed along with him the whole way, their ‘admiral’ right beside him, and he had marvelled at the display of colourful signals that they were continually exchanging. It was time to take his leave. He swivelled around and made contact.

“Sailing Vessel Kalyna ready to sign off.”

The response came momentarily and his jaw dropped. 

A moving image appeared on the leader’s sails of Kalyna limping toward him on the beach that morning. She turned, looked at him and smiled.

“We understand this is the subject of your major concern, 249K-VLAS. Your confusion and resistance is understandable, but although we have limited input about mammalian reproductive issues, we have learned that modulation of individual aspirations is sometimes called for, in service of a larger cause. Our duty compels us to wish you well in this and all your land-based endeavours and we look forward to further encounters. Till we meet again, 249K-VLAS-S-S”

Vlas was struck dumb as he broke the connection, struggling with the terror and tenderness welling up in his chest. 
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The drums in the distance grew louder as Vlas made his way to the Soborni village along the old coastal road. Squeaky and Grabber scampered ahead of him nipping at each other, falling, rolling over, getting up and doing it again further on. Their eyes caught the moonlight. He glanced up at a red shadow encroaching on the upper limb of Pink Moon rising in full phase above the central plateau. 

After days of topsy-turvy emotions, he doubted he was ready for tonight’s action, although he had been relieved to hear of Kalyna’s healing and Chermak’s slow recovery from a delegation of children led by Erzumi. What he did know was that he was caught between forces beyond his control, the terror and tenderness in his body and mind and the cosmic game that was playing him. 

Crossing the bridge upstream of the village he heard chanting as well as syncopated drumming and a flute. Women's voices were making undulating tones, the men barking responses. All four grew louder as he walked down the trail past the waterfall. Squeaky and Grabber disappeared into the brush. Torchlight blinked on and off through the trees. He tried to resist his steps tuning into the beat but it was impossible. 

The beach was empty except for wisps of spicy smoke flitting over from the dimly lit pavilion. The whole village was there: the men, elders and children – chanting and drumming, the women dancing. He passed unnoticed up the steps. 

The torches on the pillars cast flickering shadows over the press of bodies. Chermak was lying on a couch in front of the dancing, chanting women. Her mouth moved feebly. In a corner Verhdum was playing his double flute that drifted up and down with the melody. Behind him sat three men, Paliy, Holyto and Snizdak beating wooden frame drums and the children on empty gourds of various sizes. Along with the rest of the men they barked out responses to a circle of naked women who danced with arms linked tightly, chanting three high-pitched tones. Their faces glowed with intensity. Dust rose in a golden haze around their feet. 

The women’s wavering voices began a new chant.

“*** Soborni woman wait BloodMoon come
*** Together our blood comes
*** Daizheb-Born-Time Mothers soon”

Kalyna’s downturned face appeared as the dancers circled methodically. At first glance she seemed as caught up in the communal emotion as the others but from time to time she looked up and around absently. He caught her eye. Her mouth formed a wry smile and she tried to keep him in sight even after her body curved away. 

He sat down cross-legged between the rows of drumming, chanting men, the elders and the children beating gourds between their knees. 
The drumming got louder. Vlas’s eardrums buzzed. The women’s silhouettes flashed in and out of the shadows created by the fluttering torches: Their glistening torsos swayed in unison from side to side moving in a triangular pattern: one, two, three steps forward, one, two, three steps back, then to the side. 

The smoke got heavier. His eyes closed.

A flame blazes ahead of him. He is just five, in his parents' camp in a cave in the Karapat Mountains. His parents are joined with the other dissident fighters in two concentric circles around the fire. They hold their weapons at ‘Present Arms!’ facing each other. The burning logs in the center throw shadows against the rock. His mother's eyes are full of tears. He wants to cry too but can't because of the cramp in his chest. The two circles surge forward and back. Their arms snap sharply forward to salute. 

“Freedom or Death!” 

Sparks fly into the air in spirals.

Vlas shook off his daze. The pungent odour in the pavilion was still in his nose and mouth. The men in the pavilion led by Verhdum, some drumming, all chanting, stamped rhythmically down the steps to follow the column of women and elders headed by Chermak carried in a litter. Vlas stumbled to his feet and brought up the rear. 

Advancing up the trail, the women looked to the right, looked to the left. They looked up at the sky, lifted their arms and pointed at Pink Moon hanging above the treetops. 

“*** Soborni woman all here
*** Wait BloodMoon come
*** Together our blood comes”

The red shadow was engulfing Pink Moon. Its subdued tone grew over the procession approaching the waterfall.

The children squatted in front of the zalava trees and worked their gourds. As the torches passed by them Vlas saw the wonder in their eyes. Older girls including Kolyak and Lasha were clapping to their own chant. 

“*** BloodMoon Mother red in sky 
*** Soon our BloodMoon comes”
Kalyna led the women into the water to form a circle in the quivering reflections of Pink Moon. Their left arms pointed downward to the pool and the other arm reached up to Pink Moon. 

“*** BloodMoon high 
*** BloodMoon low
*** Together our blood comes”

The men gathered in a row along the beach. The wailing reed, the drumming and the chanting merged with the rushing waters drowning out the sounds of the evening forest. They paused at a louder roll of the drums, sank to the ground and resumed playing and chanting. Vlas dropped down beside Verhdum who acknowledged him with a loop of his flute.

The women bowed to the red crescents floating among the ripples, and Kalyna led them to the foot of the waterfall. Chanting, they passed behind the cascading water. As their chanting muted, the wavering notes of Verhdum’s flute climbed higher.

The red shadow on Pink Moon had covered its whole face. The air around the pool, the surrounding forest, the foaming wall of water and the Soborni men, children and elders became bathed in a subdued crimson glow. Vlas stared at the broken-up reflections, at his and at all the other tinted bodies. Out of the corner of his eye he became aware of a squat figure standing on the upper bank of the waterfall.

Sharp new sounds drew Vlas’s attention. The women were emerging from behind the wall of water clapping and chanting on a louder note with a look of triumph on their faces. 

“*** BloodMoon high BloodMoon low!
*** BloodMoon come BloodMoon go!
*** Together our blood comes!”

With Kalyna in the centre, the women formed a line knee deep in the water over the waning red reflections of Pink Moon showing a lighter crescent on its upper limb. With proud faces they spread their arms open in front of their bellies and began advancing to the beach. Their Triumphant cries and a flurry of drum rolls from the men rose to a climax. Vlas stood up.

“*** BloodMoon high BloodMoon low!
*** BloodMoon come BloodMoon go! 
*** Together our blood comes!
*** All Daizheb-Born-Time Mother soon!”
The Soborni men moved forward, Vlas following. The squat figure above had left his post.

The chanting, clapping women advanced toward the beach glancing down at the traces of red dappling their legs. 

“*** BloodMoon high BloodMoon low!
*** BloodMoon come BloodMoon go!
*** Together our blood comes 
*** All Daizheb-Born-Time Mother soon”

The women held hands and slowly emerged from the pool. Vlas fastened his eyes on Kalyna and moved in front of her. 

Suddenly, the women’s faces changed and the chanting became sporadic and faded. They stared down at Kalyna and whispered to each other. She glanced down at herself and her face took on a look of panic. She stepped toward Vlas but her legs buckled and he had to dart forward and flash his arms out to prevent her from falling. She looked down at herself again and Vlas followed her gaze. She tried to bring her knees together. 

There were no red traces on her thighs.
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The trail to the Dragon Temple from the village was more overgrown than he expected, considering its regular use by Ustdukh. It meandered along the river bank through the woods and followed the ravine upstream for an hour's walk before meeting the elevated line track. Squeaky scurried along far ahead of him but Grabber was looking a little heavy in the hindquarters and held back, stopping to rest on her haunches and look anxiously at Vlas who was using a heavy blade to clear his way. 

“You're looking good, Grabber. When are you expecting?”

He chuckled to himself. There was ‘new life’ bubbling up inside him too.

In the village, Kalyna had resumed her main duties with the children and was excused from field work. She still seemed disoriented, even dazed. Her skin, however, was suffused with new vibrancy and colour. The village was slowly coming to terms with the new reality. The elders shook their heads in puzzlement. 

“*** What new?  *** What old?  *** Karanata finish?  *** Where Soborni go now?”

The children at sitting-quiet time in the pavilion couldn't keep their eyes off her, looking daily for signs of her body changing shape. When she visited Vlas in his hut by the waterfall, they hid in the bushes behind. Some crept up to listen in and Vlas had to shoo them away but they only laughed behind their hands and hid again. 

“*** Children want learn lovemake  *** Get ready their time”

“Vlas want only Kalyna”

“*** Kalyna happy  *** Ma-Chermak happy  *** Village grows”

He could only shake his head. 

The river in the ravine cascaded downward in a succession of waterfalls as the land sloped higher toward the central plateau. The trail met the line track at an enclosed plaza. A sun-bleached sign hanging askew from the façade proclaimed: `Miracle Fertility and Health Spa  Your Best Chance!’ His directions from Kalyna were to skirt around it and find the path that led higher. 

“*** Why Vulahsu need Dragon Temple?  *** Ustdukh busy own work”

“Vlas want visit Ustdukh  Thank for help save life  Ask help new idea” he mumbled guardedly.

The station was derelict, grown over with vines in broken windows, along fractured walls and dangling roof trusses. Grasses had invaded the grounds strewn with shards of glass and metal. 

Squeaky and Grabber looked over the situation and glanced at Vlas. He nodded and they circled onto safer ground. He came to a turnstile set in a collapsed perimeter fence and the vestiges of a flagstone trail zigzagging upward.

He leaned against the turnstile to catch his breath and review the situation. It was past mid-morning. Although he suspected Ustdukh was nocturnal, he wasn’t sure he would be asleep. If he wasn’t asleep, he would ask a favour or negotiate some barter. If he was asleep . . . 
He needed daylight hours for his search for materials: copper wire, old windings, armatures, switches, anything electrically oriented. He had with him his medkit which doubled as an electrical trouble-shooter. 

This sortie was in the way of a reconnaissance. He was tired of flat rudza cakes. A mill by the waterfall could grind grain for making bread as an addition to the Soborni staples of raw and steamed cereals and roots. But his ultimate purpose was more ambitious. A shaft that turned grain into flour could also serve as a rudimentary power generator. The thought excited him. Ustdukh was the only person who probably had the materials to make it happen. Kalyna had told him Ustdukh had a stock of discarded artifacts at the Dragon Temple. When he first asked her where his workshop was located, she smiled coyly. 

“*** Ustdukh work inside Dragon leg” 
It was time to pay him a little visit.

His earlier idea, however, had not gone over well. At one morning assembly, he told that day’s field crew, among whom was Verhdum on rotation, that he would go out to the fields with them to show a new way to work their crops. He had fashioned a makeshift hoe from a pole and a blade from the kitchen. 

They looked at his new tool with polite interest. Snizdak, an Elder, spoke up.

“*** Vulahsu wants cut something?  *** Not harvest time yet”

“Go garden  Vlas show how grow more” he told them.

He followed the workers along the old road to their fields. At the first vegetable patch hardly distinguishable for its abundance of varied plant life, he stopped and pointed.

“Many plant not useful  Take energy away useful one”

He started chopping away at the plants he couldn't recognize as food. There was a buzz behind his back. He turned. All the villagers except Verhdum looked away. Verhdum shuffled forward and shook his head. 

“*** Vulahsu!  *** All plant need life  *** Make food bird insect animal  *** All happy grow together  *** No kill”

He looked at them in astonishment but their faces were staring at the ground. He raised the pole and walked away, striking the blade on the earth at every step. 

Vlas climbed the final leg from the line track station. In the distance, a giant reptilian red and green head reared high above the trees. He stopped to rest and appraise the feature while Squeaky and Grabber ran on. The skull had semi-human characteristics of bulging stereoscopic eyes under a broad forehead and pointy teeth in its protruding jaw. The forked tongue, splayed nostrils and furrowed scowl revealed kinship to creatures in Veenaga’s own mythical history. The two eyes, the ‘see-from-afar’ ‘dalekok’, no doubt, were shuttered. 

He wasn’t prepared, however, for the impact of the structure when he emerged from the treeline. The monolith reared up at least thirty times his height squatting on hind legs that were twice his. Short forelimbs were stretched out in front of its body as if to grasp at prey, an adversary – or a mate. A correspondingly enormous penis projected from its crotch.

Checking the alien eyes above him, he approached the two massive splayed legs. They could quite plausibly be outbuildings for Ustdukh's workshops with access through an archway at the end of the Dragon’s crotch. Its left leg had what looked like solar panels on its upper surface and an assortment of wires laid between uprights, probably a primitive antenna that led downwards to the other side of the structure. One of the mysteries surrounding his arrival on Lahska was perhaps solved, but how NAVCOMP had managed to get a signal from that kind of gear was nothing short of miraculous. 

Passing under the crotch, Vlas shook off a twitch of insecurity. Around the archway leading to the interior, carved figures that looped in suggestive postures recalled for him the sex pits of Veenaga. In the crypt-like antechamber, a central portal led further inward beside a staircase curving upward and flanked by two doorways. The one on the right would undoubtedly lead to Ustdukh’s workshop. 

Holding his breath, he knocked softly at an oval metal door festooned with lizard-like curlicues, waited and unlatched it causing a click. He hesitated, regained his nerve and pushed. It was surprisingly well balanced and opened easily. 

His pulse raced. The narrow room was bright, receiving light from porthole-like windows on the outer side. There was no one present. A cluttered work bench ran under the line of windows. A screen twice the size of his vidbook sat next to a small silvery module that was blinking sequentially. The other half of the room had piles of assorted materials scattered about that could be a treasure trove but might take a life-time to sort through. 

Motioning to Squeaky and Grabber to accompany him, he left the door unlatched, ran up and stared at the screen and the wiring leading up through an open window. The screen was blank but from time to time a coloured spot blinked on and off. He traced the leads from the unit to what he recognized as a primitive spark gap apparatus. Its output lug had a lead winding upward through the open window, undoubtedly to the crude antenna on the roof, while the other wiring had to be to the solar panels. This changed everything. It wouldn’t be motor gear he needed to look for. 

He glanced around at the heaps of artifacts around him: crates filled with modules, spools, reels, consoles, long strips of embedded circuitry, a mess of cables and a variety of vidscreens, some cracked, some apparently intact. Where had Ustdukh found all this? He focused his attention on identifying panelling with some semblance of photosensitivity. 

A stack of tall cylindrical rolls in the far corner caught his eye and he made his way toward them raising a cloud of dust. One had wires coming out of its bottom. He loosened the roll and saw an internal matrix of iridescent segments. That would do it! He picked the roll up and cradled it in his arms.

At that moment the door to the lab was thrust open. A dishevelled Ustdukh entered clad in a robe open enough to reveal a hairy barrel chest and a huge codpiece. Squeaky and Grabber screamed, hid under the workbench and eyed Ustdukh with their noses and ears twitching. A cramp twisted Vlas’s gut. Ustdukh’s eyes fixed on the cylindrical roll Vlas had cradled in his arms. Vlas thought hard and took a deep breath. 

“Vlas need come daytime see better Ustdukh tools  Not  disturb Ustdukh sleep  See machine here make signal save Vlas ship save Vlas life Vlas want thank Ustdukh  So  much useful here  Ustdukh help Vlas  Together make new machine help village”

Ustdukh stood impassively with his head down. His head moved from side to side taking in the equipment on the workbench and the cylinder in Vlas's arms. 

Vlas decided to play another card. He pointed to Ustdukh’s codpiece.

“Vlas not alone make baby  Ustdukh sure strong baby maker”

Ustdukh’s face turned red. Spluttering incoherently he lunged toward the workbench and swept the closest contents to the floor. Vlas cringed, threw down the roll and jumped forward to save the vidscreen. Just before Ustdukh reached it, a hook on the side of the bench caught the codpiece under the robe and snapped it away causing a deep scratch on his exposed hip. Ustdukh winced, stopped in his tracks and looked down at his body in alarm.

Vlas stepped back aghast at the sight of two huge testicles unaccompanied by any other fleshy feature. Clasping his robe tightly against his body, Ustdukh turned on his heels, tore past the work bench and out the doorway. Vlas came to his senses, snatched up the roll lying on the floor and whistled to the two maopasses. His heart pounding, he twisted his way past debris spattered with blood. Passing through the antechamber, he caught sight of Ustdukh’s squat legs pounding up the staircase.

The threesome picked their way along the trail back to the village. Munching on a havarna root, Vlas pondered the enigma that was Ustdukh. Pieces of the puzzle were starting to come together and he felt a grudging sympathy for him. Weren’t they both, to some extent, outsiders with an anomalous yet vital relationship to the village? Vlas’s apprehensions also came to a focus. Was Ustdukh now likely to turn into a real adversary because of this visit? 

His heart caught in his mouth. What if Ustdukh hadn’t stopped in his mad dash and they had come within arm’s distance of each other? Would he have dared to use his blade to protect himself? He had been really lucky.

Thoughts sat heavily on him until he became aware of the weight he was carrying and he decided to think instead about the new possibilities it offered. 

He needed a mechanically simple but engaging application. Lighting was one obvious idea, but the Soborni normally went to bed just after SunStarset unless there was some ceremonial occasion. They were perfectly content with open fires, torches and oil lamps. Literacy was not a paramount concern of theirs, and the materials and incentive to nurture it – aside from the vidbook and its children’s stories – were minimal. What would be the point of keeping them up late unless his idea had universal appeal? 

The vidbook itself. He was sure the unit was capable of much more than individual display from its small built-in solar power and the glassy bulb at the top of the unit had always piqued his interest. He suspected it might be a projector but had been unable to activate it. If he could only power up the vidbook fully, he could show off the marvels of its technology, its visual capabilities and provide both stimulation and entertainment to a larger audience. 

His steps grew lighter. 

At dusk, with the chirping sounds of the woods around them, the trio arrived at Vlas's hut by the waterfall. Squeaky and Grabber scuttled off to a shelter constructed from fronds and moss. He set his cargo gently against the wall, drained a gourd of kalapa juice and fell exhausted onto his mat into a deep dreamless sleep.

Kalyna’s voice woke him in the early morning.

“*** What this Vulahsu brings back?”

Vlas's eyes opened a crack and saw Kalyna silhouetted against the open doorway. He turned onto his side away from the light and mumbled.

“Ustdukh friend  Have same idea  Share”

“*** Ustdukh not share  *** Vulahsu take  *** What Vulahsu makes now?”

He grumbled incoherently at the wall and dozed off.

Skimping on breakfast, he set about his task on the broad steps of the pavilion. Kalyna rested nearby on a couch and resumed coaching a recitation about Soborni life and history to a squatting circle of children. She explained Vlas’s plan and they were attending equally to both her and Vlas. Kalyna reproved them gently from time to time but seemed interested herself in Vlas’s progress. 

He unrolled the solar panel, fastened it over an old weaving frame and set by the steps to the pavilion. Using the medkit as a tester, he measured the final output of the ganged sections and the input specs of the ports on the vidbook. They were off by only ten percent. He decided to take the chance and inserted the leads from the panel into the vidbook. The holo-display flashed red and went audio in a mechanical voice in Old Lahskan. 

EXCESSIVE CURRENT! 

The failure was greeted with drawn out ‘aah’s’ from the circle of children but he paid them no mind. He just needed a resistance of the correct value to put between the two units. Something carbon-based would work, but how to get the right match? He looked around on the table. He cut a shaving off a gourd but it was too resistive. He stared hard at the objects on the tables around him and around the pavilion. 

Kalyna looked over at Vlas and cleared her throat.

“*** Vidbook not happy  *** Needs help  *** But here everything old”

“Just few detail  Soon ready” he grunted, gritting his teeth.

He picked up and tested everything on the tables: wooden spoons, mugs and plates, even the remains of Kalyna’s breakfast that he snacked on after testing them: slices of tinare fruit, a flat rudza and wedges of tapanak root. Nothing worked. After the recitation class, he and the children walked about the village picking up stones, shards of earthenware and slivers of different wood. He queried villagers and was given straw fans, beads and shells. Cheela gleefully brought him a tray of debris collected around the beach.

Kalyna smiled. 

“*** Vulahsu collects garbage  *** Helps clean village” 

The closest match was a triangular black pebble but the medkit rejected it because it turned out to have capacitor characteristics that could blow the vidbook’s circuits. By now the villagers were starting to prepare the midday meal. The children not on duty were standing or squatting around Vlas watching him test each item, loudly expressing their expectations and disappointment at each attempt. A chorus piped up each time to encourage him.

“*** Saa!  *** Vuh-lah-su!”

A sinking feeling formed in his gut. This was the weakest link in his project. It could take forever to find the right match. 

The attention he was getting only made things worse.

“Vlas need quiet  Work better alone  Children go play far away”

Cheela made a wry face.

“*** Waah!  *** Vulahsu sad  *** New game not fun”

Kalyna chided the children and the chirping voices of the children subsided. His back sank against the post beside him. He took two swallows from the mug of his special kalapa juice. As he set it down on the step, his shoulder jarred the leads hanging on the post and they dropped into the juice. The vidbook lit up even brighter and the glassy bulb came to life. There was a peal of laughter from the children and Kalyna hid her face behind a fan. Vlas stared at the cup with the wires dangling from it. 

When Kalyna’s face emerged from behind her fan, her eyes were twinkling.

“*** Kalapa powerful medicine *** Now Vulahsu drinks every time”

Vlas took a long deep breath and shook his head.

“Village have many secret  One life not enough” 

“*** Vulahsu has many life  *** Has Kalyna life  *** Has baby life *** Has Soborni life  *** Vulahsu very lucky  *** What Vulahsu plans now?”

“Make story help village  Teach Lahska story same Kalyna teach Vlas”

“*** Vidbook history makes Soborni sleepy  ***Vulahsu thinks better now?”

“Vlas make story short  Kalyna take rest  Give advice later”
“*** Kalyna happy give advice  *** Baby makes Kalyna tired”

She sighed and turned her head away. As she dropped back against the couch, he couldn’t suppress a pang of tenderness for the body he had helped to create new life. 

While the youngsters were observing Vlas, one of the oldest girls in the village, hobbled into the pavilion and sat beside Kalyna on the couch. She took the fan away from Kalyna’s hand and started using it for both of them, occasionally bending over and setting her mouth close to Kalyna’s ear. He heard only murmurs, raised inflections and the occasional giggle. He frowned. He remembered noticing her in the line of women dancing in the pool at BloodMoon. With a determined jerk of his head he closed the vidbook, picked it up along with the panels and kalapa mug and started off for his hut. 

Kalyna’s voice called after him.

“*** Kalyna comes soon help Vulahsu” 

Vlas grunted his appreciation. Mumbling to himself as he passed the food trestles on the beach, he snatched up a bowl of thick gruel, balancing it and the mug of kalapa juice on the closed vidbook. He arrived at his hut, set up the equipment and had his lunch. Putting down the bowl, he felt his eyelids grow heavy. He leaned his head back against the door frame of his hut and closed his eyes to rest them just for a few moments. 

He awoke to the sound of Kalyna’s voice against the slanting rays of afternoon.

“*** Kalyna comes help Vulahsu  *** Gets Vulahsu more kalapa juice?”

The rest of the day was spent with Vlas identifying and mastering the editing controls with Kalyna’s help and bringing up archival historical material. He patched together excerpts from Lahska history from the vidbook's extensive memory bank. He understood why Kalyna’s sessions with the villagers and the children had never been popular. The subject matter had hardly been attractive and the picture quality substandard, but now, with full power, the colours were true and vibrant and the sound stronger. 

He discovered to his delight that the glassy bulb was indeed a projector and that the vidbook stored most of its daytime charge from the panels. It was almost as if he had been transported back to his old communications duties at HQ on Veenaga. 

Concentrated focus on deciding where to cut or splice the unhappy events unfolding in the holo-display soon took a toll on his nerves. In the hut after evening meal Kalyna opted out of further cooperation in Vlas's project. 

“*** Kalyna gets headache  *** Maybe not good for baby  *** Maybe not good for Vulahsu  *** Why Vulahsu chooses sad thing?”

Vlas jerked his head up testily away from the vidbook.

“Why Kalyna promise help now stop?”

“*** Baby kick  *** Tells Kalyna baby not happy”

“Baby kick not normal?”

“*** Here nothing normal”

“Vlas understand Kalyna  Vlas work alone”

She rubbed her belly and closed her eyes.

“*** Tomorrow Baby-Blessing Ceremony  *** Vulahsu needs more time?"

“Tomorrow Vlas finish  Show village” 

She dozed off.

He didn't need her help for everything. It would only take a little extra effort on his part to focus on social issues and key personalities in the events leading up to the holocaust. He had come across the Final Ultimatum of the Halas Governing Regent to the Skatushin Ambassador that precipitated the hostilities.

What was this 'Baby-Blessing' Ceremony? He had never heard of it before. No matter, first things first. He would show her and the whole village what the vidbook was capable of. His finger accidentally waved the air key deleting the Ultimatum and he cursed under his breath. 

The sound of rushing waters suddenly filled his ears. Startled, he looked up from his work and stared across at the dark river throwing itself turbulently over the bluff. He had the eerie feeling that everything around him was just a dream, that he would soon wake up and find himself back at his posts on Veenaga or on STARSCOUT. 

But he had said he would be ready the next day, and that's the way it was going to be. He muttered to himself and waved a finger to 'Restore Program'.

On awakening, Kalyna shivered and let out a whimper. 

“*** Ai!  *** Kalyna feels weak  *** Better go stay Ma-Chermak” 
She smiled at him wanly and touched her forehead to his. 

“*** Vulahsu work soon finish  *** Kalyna work goes on long” 

“Kalyna stay away  Feeling not same”

“*** Feeling same  Body different”

“Vlas need Kalyna close  Feel lonely”

“*** Kalyna now has two baby?”

He slept fitfully that night.

He is back at Security HQ giving a video report to Ograrchs KRAKH and DOLGIT about the reb mopping-up operation in the Karapat Mountains: his big chance for promotion to squad leader. The fighting is intense. But the rebs suddenly act strangely. Instead of taking shelter in caves, behind rocks and trees, they pop their heads out like bull’s-eyes at target practice and are picked off one by one. Their bodies are laid out in even rows on the ground. Close-ups of the faces. They’re not of the rebs. They’re of his STARSCOUT crew members HALOR and SIYUL, then Major SLAHUN, in repeating sequences. Their eyes open and their heads turn in his direction. They get up robotically and march toward him side by side grinning knowingly. He is aghast. He stares at the Ograrchs KRAKH and DOLGIT but they too only grin at him. Has he lost it?

Vlas woke up feeling heavy and gripped his head in his hands. 
4:02
At dawn he walked slowly from his hut to the village compound carrying the solar panel, the vidbook and a gourd of fermented kalapa juice. His steps dragged, as though he was pulling a heavy load behind him. He stopped and made a quick mental assessment. His dark mood was undoubtedly caused by the dream that night whose details had slipped away but not its effects. 

He looked around. The greenery before him was suffused with the golden rays of the new day. The fresh morning breeze bathed his face and peals of children’s laughter sounded from ahead. Was he going to push ahead today too, like the man possessed he had been in that other life? 

He glanced ahead and saw Kari, the deaf-mute ten-year-old from the Kalyna boat trip, shuffling toward him on a converging path from the hospice. When they met, she looked up at him with a wistful face and gently took his arm. Her touch sent a wave of tenderness though him. Had she been visiting a dying relative? Would what he had to offer this day be of any real interest to her? They walked together side by side and entered the main compound. 

The pavilion was starting to fill with breakfasting villagers but Kalyna was probably still sleeping at her mother’s. Kari released his arm and shuffled off to help out at the trestles and steaming pots set in the central square.

He made his polite greetings left and right and was gratified by the responses.

“*** Vulahsu makes vidbook work today?”  “*** Vulahsu needs more kalapa?” were the joking queries made by several villagers.

He nodded to them and continued on to the pavilion, set the solar panel by the steps and the vidbook and kalapa juice gourd on his bench. At the breakfast queue he met Chermak and exchanged bobbed heads.

Chermak’s face looked tired but gave him a weak smile. 

“*** Kalyna waits for Vulahsu”

With a tray loaded with Kalyna’s favorite foods: savory porridge, tinare fruit, the flat rudza cakes and unfermented kalapa juice he stopped in front of the reed-curtained doorway to her mother’s room. 

“Kalyna!  Vlas bring breakfast”

Her voice came faintly.

“*** Kalyna thanks Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu come talk”

In the pale light Kalyna was reclining naked on a mat with cushions propped up against her back. Her drawn out face came into focus. He crossed over to her side, knelt down, brushed his lips against her forehead and set her breakfast beside her mat.

“How Kalyna feel today?”

“*** Kalyna not hungry now  *** Kalyna not sleep well  *** Baby moving moving  *** Vulahsu finish work?”
“Vlas finish  Ready watch evening  Kalyna watch also?”

“*** Kalyna try  Tonight Baby Blessing”

Vlas frowned. Did it have to be tonight? He wasn’t sure the power stored in the vidbook from the panels would stretch out long enough.

“Baby blessing take long time?”

“*** One candle time  After can watch”

“Baby blessing make strong magic?”

“*** Not strong strong but important”

“Baby blessing help baby?”

She looked down at her feet. 

“*** Not always . . .”

“Possible make baby blessing fast?  Vlas have time make show?”

A ripple of skin crossed her belly and Kalyna’s body twitched to one side. She took in a sharp breath. 

“*** Ai!  *** Baby kicks!  *** Very strong  *** Same Vulahsu”
“Vlas help Kalyna?”

She made a tired smile. 

“*** Ma-Chermak neighbour Ma-Yasena helps”

“Vlas leave food  Kalyna eat later”

She made no reply but nodded, closed her eyes and pressed both hands flat on her belly, as if to hold the baby down. 

He got up, kissed her forehead and left feeling abashed and uncertain of himself. At the breakfast trestles, he loaded a tray of his own. 

The solar panel set to one side of the steps was still angled adequately for now. He entered the pavilion bowing and bobbing to some of the breakfasting villagers who were used to his often-abbreviated greetings. 

There were already three children squatting around his bench: Kari and two older friends, Kolyak and Laidak. There would probably be others later. They looked up with expectant faces. He sighed. It was going to be a hard day’s work and he didn't like distractions from an audience. 

“Children welcome sit watch not talk  Vidbook talk  Children listen”

Laidak piped up. 

“*** Yah, Vulahsu!  *** Children watch  *** Stay quiet  *** Hope Vulahsu not makes sad picture” 

Had they had been spying on him?

Laidak had a small round head and almost no ears. Her face twitched and her eyes blinked continuously. Kolyak was older, with one arm and leg shorter than the other. His eyes were dark and deep set under unusually prominent eyebrows and forehead. Their ’disfigurements’, as usual, hardly registered but as he ate breakfast, he looked the children over. What kind of impact would his project today have on these young ones? Was he actually helping them? He chewed on his last scrap of rudza dipped in shikun oil. He rose to gather up his bowls. 

The children burst out laughing.

“*** Yah! Vulahsu! *** Children help clean!”  “*** Vulahsu works now  *** Takes kalapa juice” 

Still giggling, Laidak took his tray and scurried off. 

When the villagers left the pavilion, he connected the vidbook and began to review the index of files from yesterday: the historical and political background of the three hostile regional alliances and empires, the arrogant ultimatums and counter-ultimatums and the boastful processions of weaponry: 'Guarantors of the Peace', the clouds of war looming closer until, despite protestations of righteousness and peaceful intentions, the first satellite-based Electro-Magnetic Pulses unleashed localized denial-of-service attacks. A mysterious hiatus was soon broken by a deluge of missiles from all sides.
He knew the story intimately now. Too intimately. What had possessed him to use that material in the first place!

As vivid as the newly empowered vidbook was, he was going to expunge most of the new files. He smiled to himself and started the process. The spectre of war began disappearing with every wave of his fingers. He became the ultimate peacemaker. 

He inserted new material from the old imbedded encyclopedia which Kalyna had never shown before: astronomy, community gatherings, concerts, artists, even anomalous scientific research. Children began arriving to sit around and watch him work.

Lunch came and went. Shadows within the pavilion began to creep toward their maximum length. It was done and he was proud of himself. His new mix was much shorter than the previous one and judging from the rapt attention and complete silence from the children it had made an impression. He was sure it was new viewing material for them and there would be a surprise to come.

Laidak and Cheela piped up. 

“*** Yah!  *** Vulahsu makes beautiful!”

Vlas smiled. 

“Not Vlas make  Lahska people before”

At dinner, Kalyna joined them in the pavilion. She sat carefully on her couch guiding herself down with one hand. 

“*** Children say vidbook not boring  *** Makes new”

“Vlas happy”

Indeed, Vlas noted a few villagers coming by them with their trays give lingering looks at the vidbook setup. Conversation in the pavilion seemed louder than normal, spearheaded by the children who pointed and bobbed their heads in his direction. He moved his gear to one side of the pavilion.

Dinner ended at dusk. The torches on the main posts were lit after clean-up. Kalyna lay on her couch with a lighted candle in front of her on a small table. As she moved the candle to a new position, the shift she was wearing parted to reveal the smooth mottled skin of her round belly. She whispered to Vlas.

“*** Vulahsu sits watches  *** Joins when wants”

Leaning on her staff, Chermak stood beside Kalyna’s couch. The villagers took up positions in a spiral circle with Kalyna and Chermak at the centre. Vlas looked around and decided to sit with the children on benches outside the spirals. From the shadows Verhdum’s flute took up a quavering melody that swayed up and down the scale accompanied by a drum rhythm tapped gently by Menai and Snizdak. 

Chermak reached over to the candle, lit her oil lamp, faced her daughter and started to chant in a clear high-pitched voice. 

“*** Soborni circle 
*** Soborni strong  
*** Baby centre 
*** Baby strong”

She took one step toward Kalyna, waved her smoking lamp around Kalyna’s head and around her belly and then stepped back marking each step with thumps of the staff in her other hand. A refrain came from all the villagers and the line started to move in time with the music, the words and the beat of the staff and drum. As the villagers reached Kalyna they took one step forward, bent over and lit their lamp. Arms weaved rings of smoke over her exposed belly while hands reached out palm down to lightly press the skin. 

“*** Soborni circle 
*** Soborni strong  
*** Baby centre 
*** Baby strong”

Vlas's mouth and nose were filled with the pungent bittersweet scent of the smoking lamps.

There it was. Magic time was starting again, but he would keep his eyes open in spite of the odours, the flickering torchlight and the chanting lines. 

All the villagers’ eyes were focused on Kalyna reclining on the couch with her eyes closed. He was pleased that he was able to keep his eyes wide open, so that the chanting mass of swaying bodies around him, the incense and flickering shadows weren't affecting him this time the way it had before. He was able to maintain his focus on a single point in front of him – Ma-Chermak’s tall elaborately carved staff. It was all bathed in a faint haze. He was pleased that his attention never wavered from that point but in fact slowly expanded effortlessly to take in the whole scene, the line of rhythmically swaying bodies, Kalyna’s body lying on the couch, the glistening skin of her naked belly and the gestures and touch of each villager tending to her. 

He got up and joined the circle with the children. When he reached Kalyna, whose eyes were closed but her head nodding side to side, he took the candle lying nearby, kissed the flame without feeling the heat and knelt down to kiss her warm belly. He returned to his earlier location, sat down and felt very pleased with himself. Kalyna’s birthing and his presentation were going to be a great success. He closed his eyes.

His men are picking up rebel bodies and carrying them back to where they had fallen. He is able to focus equally on each one being dealt with individually and on all of them together simultaneously. But the bodies of the soldiers start fading away while those of the rebels dumped on the ground come to life, stand up, shake themselves, turn to face him and salute. Their faces are all smiling. The Ograrchs at HQ are smiling too but only at themselves. The exposed parts of their bodies begin to dematerialize until only helmets and uniforms remain hanging in the air turning and gesturing as if nothing had happened. 

He was alone in the pavilion. The last torch on the far post was fluttering to an end. A trace of smoke lingered in his nostrils but the cool evening breeze wafted it away. Had he gone under that long, in spite of himself? His head was clear, his senses razor sharp! He was primed for action. 

He remembered the events of the evening. He glanced over at the vidbook. It had shut itself off. What about the presentation? 

It could wait. 

Kalyna must have gone back to her mother’s lodgings. He would let her rest and check on her in the morning.

All the Soborni had retired for the night. He walked along the beach past the longhouse entrances and heard the usual night-time breathings and snufflings. Near the waterfall, he heard a rustling in the bushes. It seemed to follow him but was interrupted by intervals of silence and a muted nattering. He walked along breathing in the freshness and mixed scents in the breeze. He felt amazingly fit. The noises continued along with him, now accompanied by a series of minute yelps. He stopped. 

“Squeaky, is that you?”

He turned and faced the sounds. A twig broke and he heard another exchange. Squeaky popped out of the bushes onto the pathway. He sat on his haunches and let loose a stream of mixed squeaks and whistles aimed at the bushes behind him. Grabber emerged nattering from the shadows followed by five much smaller ones walking in a straight line. She stopped beside Squeaky and turned to the little ones.

“Grabber! Congratulations!”

He took a step towards the grouping but Grabber rose up on her haunches growling and her front legs pawed the air. The little ones froze in their tracks.

“It's all right Grabber. I won't hurt them. But have it your way.”

He and Squeaky continued up the path. As he reached his hut, he expected Squeaky to nose his way inside to investigate but his chatter stopped abruptly just outside the doorway. His long tail curled in the air and he looked back at Vlas. Puzzled but prudent, Vlas parted the curtain and saw that he would not be alone. Kalyna was lying in her evening shift beside a tiny oil lamp. Her eyes fluttered open. He was taken aback. They seemed to be glowing in the dark. 

A lump formed in his throat. 

“How Kalyna feel now?”

Her voice was almost inaudible.

“*** Baby quiet now  *** Kalyna not quiet  *** Kalyna needs attention”

Turning on her side, she reached one arm out toward him. 

Outside, the chirps, yelps and nattering didn't stop until the early hours of dawn.

He was glad the vidbook was already programmed to run the full sequence without much intervention from him. Kalyna was at her mother's lodge resting. He had been wandering around all day after breakfast as though in shock, feeling lost and disjointed, dropping bowls, ladles and spoons into the serving kettles, stumbling over his sandaled feet and once knocked over the solar panel with a wayward arm when he tried to make a series of adjustments. It all came with an unusual sense of turmoil and fullness in his gut. 

What was going on? Had he become pregnant too?

He returned to his hut on the beach for a nap and at the doorway paused remembering the night before. She had whispered in his ear to be very gentle and he had taken pains. At an unexpected meshing of caresses, he had melted into her. 

He turned away from the hut and walked to the shade of a loolyon tree by the pool. He sat down heavily and propped his back against the raspy bark without registering the discomfort. Lulled by the rushing waters beside him, he dropped into a reverie that eased into a dreamless sleep.

It was Kalyna who woke him up by nudging his shoulder with her knee. His head jerked to attention and he looked up at her in the fading light. Her coy smile provoked a pang of desire. 

“***Vulahsu sleeps same baby  *** Not need dinner?  *** Forgets new story?”

“Vlas forget dinner forget story  Remember only Kalyna”

A hint of wistfulness passed through her smile.

“*** Vulahsu makes other baby Daizheb-Born-Time  *** Kalyna hopes Vulahsu not forget Kalyna”

His heart gave a wrench. She kept bringing that up! He smiled at her. “Vlas never forget Kalyna  Now eat  Later talk”

Shaking his head, he picked himself up, took her hand and her touch shot a sliver of warmth into him. They walked side by side to the compound. Glancing up at the eastern sky, he was startled by the palpability of the cumulous clouds building in textured layers. 

They emerged into the central square. Dinner preparations were underway and the villagers were moving about their tasks in their usual graceful choreography. Vlas had another surprise. His stand-offishness had always been respected by the Soborni who did not show or express any resentment at his failure to respond to all their greetings. His arrival was usually acknowledged with direct eye contact but now there was a wave of recognition. Heads turned, faces smiled, people stood up, called out: "Vulahsu!" and bowed before resuming their tasks carrying, serving or eating. Kalyna squeezed his hand. 

As he responded with his own, he sensed her fragility and courage, and his desire for her mounted, so that he had to sit down in a rush where he stood.

4:03

After evening meal clean up Chermak stood in the centre of the rows of Soborni sitting in semi-darkness around the vidbook.

“*** Vulahsu makes new story  *** Uses piece Lahska old story  *** Not show war  *** Shows beautiful  *** Shows magic  *** Now Vulahsu speaks”

Vlas stood up nervously. He had never addressed the whole village before and took a deep breath. 
“Lahska Soborni world  Veenaga Vlas world  Almost same story  After Veenaga war only Vlas alive  Lahska more lucky  Soborni still alive  Old Vlas soldier killer  Soborni change Vlas  New Vlas learn how live how love  New Vlas grateful  Want give back Soborni  Vlas find Lahska story not all war  Lahska story have much good beautiful useful . . . ”

“*** Vulahsu SaverCome!  *** Soborni thank Vulahsu”

He heard that shouted from a corner and was grateful for it but there was something he wanted to ask. It had been gnawing at him most of the evening.

“Where Ustdukh?  Ustdukh give tools show Soborni stories  Vlas grateful”

Elder Sirota spoke up.

“*** Vulahsu not worry  *** If Ustdukh wants Ustdukh comes  *** Sees hears everything all same”

A titter went up from the children around him. 

The vidbook was open on a small bench in the centre of the pavilion. It was time to deploy his secret weapon. He had never actually witnessed it full size in his hut. Vlas took a deep breath, reached over and pressed the glass button on the top edge. 

A massive hologram of SunStar and seven planets burst into being over the heads of the Soborni. A comet streaked into the solar system and looped around SunStar. 

There was a sharp intake of breath from the Soborni and an equally sharp outbreath from Vlas. Kalyna grasped his arm so tightly he winced. 

SunStar’s corona floated above the heads of Chermak, Vlas and Kalyna, bathing their faces in golden light. 

Two pockmarked inner planets hovered over the front rows where the elders sat. A few rows further, Lahska was a blue ball touching the crown of the teenage girl who had fanned Kalyna in the pavilion the day before. Two vari-coloured gas giants reached Verhvena and Menai in an outer row and two ice worlds were white pebbles hovering over Turik and Komor at the dark edge of the pavilion. 

The hologram contracted to centre on Lahska and expanded to cover the young woman’s upper body. Lahska’s translucent blue and green flecked with white enveloped her astonished face. The planet rotated to expose all the island continents, then zoomed in to wrap the villagers in the snow-encrusted mountains and green valleys of Xerenda, the closest continent to Soborna Island. Unpiloted tilling and harvesting combines worked their way through multi-coloured fields which suddenly disappeared, as regularly spaced fountains erupted from the soil, evoking squeals of delight from the children sitting under them.

The summits of a metropolis drifted into view. The architecture was stunning even to Vlas’s eyes. Tapering spires, lacy buttresses and sculpted facades soared into the atmosphere to impossible heights in a blend of geometrical and biological designs. The city was spanned by a network of aerial roadways studded with speeding elongated cocoons. One flow diverted to a multi-turreted hall located beside a lake with rolling hills in the background. The pod-like vehicles unpeeled to discharge their occupants.

Elaborately garbed and coiffed couples emerged, greeted each other effusively and mingled shoulder-to-shoulder with the Soborni villagers, some of who laughingly responded. The figures strolled through carved glass doors into a foyer lighted by lasers and strobes. A heavy beat suddenly filled the air and Kalyna and all the villagers jerked their head around searching for the source of the music. 

The holographic bodies flowed into a dark auditorium and settled into armchairs nestled among the villagers who stared at their new neighbours. The pulsing music and laser beams faded away. Slow clanging music welled up and the stage came to life one section at a time. Translucent curtains bejewelled with stars reproduced the spiral arm of a galaxy and recreated recognizable constellations in Lahska’s night sky. Vlas brought Kalyna’s attention to the one he had given her name to and Kalyna danced over into it with a dreamy look on her face.

Twelve costumed figures portraying geometric shapes became spotlighted one by one, distributed themselves in a diamond pattern within the rows of villagers and began to move to the music. Kalyna’s body shivered. She began gyrating in time with the music in a duet with the life-size tetrahedral figure beside her and mirrored the gestures of the limbs projecting from her virtual partner. Other geometries began swirling around the pavilion and Menai and Verhvena rose to dance beside them. 

A wave of emotion came over the assembly in the dark. Someone shouted “*** Looks same Daizheb-Born-Time!” A hubbub ensued among the elders sitting behind Vlas that he was unable to get the sense of. 

The hologram dissolved into a view from space of Plovden, a neighbouring island continent. A confluence of ridges and folds in the planet's crust had formed a natural bowl of the continent’s interior. The camera eye dropped, coursed through forests, mountains and lakes and touched down at a trail twisting through a river canyon. Clusters of singing backpackers threaded their way through the ravine beside the boisterous waters and emerged out of the dimness into the sunlight of orchards, tilled fields and a scattering of hamlets. 

The hikers headed for a village in the distance. They arrived chanting and singing and milled around a dusty plaza surrounded by open-air platforms. They looked up at the floating sign boards and assembled in small groups around varied means of transport: animal-drawn carts, driverless flitters and vans. 

An omnibus sped by fields and lakes and turned off the road onto a track that led to a hamlet clustered around a lagoon. Housing was wooden huts on pilings set into the water. Artists were at work either within or lecturing outdoors to newly arrived visitors. A labyrinth was set up with tall hedges and those who ventured into it disappeared from view. 

Push-hods wallowed in ponds assisting in tilling and hauling. Rows of them in the outlying fields pulled dollies with youngsters lying supine on them thrusting sprouted seedlings into the soil. At a field ready for harvest, files of men and women, kerchiefed, hat-clad or bare-headed were arriving to take up their shift. Songs drifted through the air as groups called and responded to each other. 

Suddenly someone in the pavilion sang out one response note for note. A few more voices from the village joined in. Vlas looked up at Kalyna. How could they blend in so perfectly? Kalyna whispered in his ear.

“*** Song old  *** All Soborni know  *** Kalyna teach Vulahsu”

“Look more play not work”

“*** Better make work play  *** No?”

The workers in the fields were leaving. It didn't seem they had spent much time there but their faces were shiny with sweat. The singing and chanting didn’t stop as they made their way along the paths. Some dropped into the waters of the lagoon and began scrubbing themselves. Others entered a shelter with long overhangs and joined the rows of people sitting in various postures with eyes closed, some chanting using beaded strings. Candles burned around the rim of a central fountain studded with statuettes in similar postures. 

Artists were at work in a tree-lined compound by the lagoon. A bearded young man, chisel and mallet in hand, was chipping at the gnarled black roots of a tree trunk set upside down. The life-sized artist raised his head, looked straight at Vlas and waved a greeting. Caught off guard Vlas jerked his head involuntarily and a buzz rose up from the Soborni. 

“*** Saaah! *** Plovden man greets Vulahsu!”

The scene passed along an arm of the lagoon to another studio. A young woman seated in semi-darkness was waving a wand in each hand at a group of five undulating columns of coloured lights keyed to lilting music. Each gesture corresponded to a change in shape, shade or tone. From time to time the wands came to a standstill and all movement and sound froze. The artist looked down and seemed to reflect for a moment, then looked up. The wands came to life again and the columns responded with a changed musical motif and modified light patterns. Some sounds were recognizably natural, others otherworldly.

A shock went through Vlas’s body and his mind leapt to the time STARSCOUT went through hyperspace and he heard vocalizations and harmonics he had never thought possible. Kalyna reached over and took his hand. Her body shivered.

“*** Music strange  *** Beautiful”

“Music not this world  Not Veenaga world Between world”

“*** All world not one world?”

Some day he might try to explain. 

He wondered how the Soborni would react to the last scene. It had unsettled him initially but he decided to include it. 

The aerial eye opened onto a desert landscape, approached a hexagonal bunker and passed down a sunken walkway. A massive door slid open in vertical slices. Inside a darkened chamber stood two technicians in white robes each holding a blue pointer over a console. Two tall multi-coloured double helixes floated in front of them. Standing in between was a naked humanoid male staring dully straight ahead at the Soborni. One of the helixes was complete but the other had a few dark areas scattered randomly up and down the spirals. 

The figure’s torso was hunched forward at an angle and there was something disproportionate about the shape of its skull. One technician touched a blue globule in the complete helix with his pointer. A blue algorithm formula materialized in the air nearby. The other technician with his pointer drew the globule toward a blank area in the other helix and inserted it. A ripple crossed the skull of the naked male and its shape filled out. The ripple descended over the torso and it straightened.

The long rasping intake of air from all around startled Vlas, but it was not unexpected. 

Suddenly, Elder Synobyl, who was sitting below the transformed body, jumped up and entered the hologram. 

The pavilion went silent. Vlas held his breath.

The fit of the virtual and real bodies was not perfect but Synobyl’s head coincided with the humanoid’s. Synobyl lifted his chin high. The composite face came to life with a wide grin and the mouth opened. 

“***Synobyl ready make new man!”

Laughter burst out from different parts of the pavilion. Arms rose and pointed at the composite figure. 
“*** Hah!”  “*** Synobyl same SaverCome!?”  “*** Hah-hah-hah!”

Elder Chudonyk jumped up, pointed to Synobyl and shouted in a laughing voice.

“*** Synobyl keeps Synobyl magic!  *** Soborni keep Vulahsu SaverCome”

The two technicians looked straight at the camera and bowed their heads. The holographic scene blinked out and a momentary halo enveloped everyone in the dark pavilion. Synobyl sat down with a sheepish look on his face. 

The pavilion came alive with murmurs and whispers.
“*** Much mystery! “ “*** Much beautiful life”  “*** Vulahsu shows Daizheb magic world”  “*** Daizheb works always strange”  “*** Holyto not understand!  *** How Vulahsu makes such magic?” 
Kalyna sat beside Vlas clasping her hands over her belly and looking thoughtfully down at the floor. He glanced around. The hubbub slowly died away and the mood began to seem sombre after the dazzling show. The children were looking furtively at the adults who sat silently staring into the distance. 

Vlas’s stomach tightened. Overall, he was pleased with how smoothly the performance had come off and how well the Soborni had responded. They would process the new data in their own way and it might initiate some process of change. But had the final scene alienated them? Was the last-minute levity by Synobyl and Chudonyk a taunt or mockery? 

Kalyna reached for Vlas’s hand and squeezed it. 

Chermak sat holding on to her staff with her right hand. Her eyes were half closed. The staff swayed in a loose circle. 

Chermak let out a deep breath, pulled herself upright with the staff and made an arc with it around the assembly.

“*** Vulahsu shows old Lahska strong magic  *** Makes much beauty not war  *** One day far away comes again  *** But Soborni need help now  *** Soborni thankful have Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu brings good seed  *** Soborni make good harvest  *** One fruit soon ready”

Vlas let out the breath he didn’t realize he was holding. Her words seemed to echo the general positive reaction. It was as much as he could hope for. He debated with himself if he should say something. 

As he stood up, a commotion erupted in the trees alongside the pavilion and he recognized Squeaky’s high-pitched screech. It was followed by the rustling of disturbed foliage and human growls. Vlas glanced at Kalyna. 

Turik’s voice at the back shouted. 

“*** Ustdukh stays rafali tree  *** Eats havarna root  *** Sukweeki tries take away  *** Ustdukh fights”

The rustling and screeching reached a crescendo. A branch cracked and a large mass dropped through the layers of foliage and hit the ground with a thud, loud cracks and a groan. Kalyna struggled to her feet.

Villagers scurried to the edge of the pavilion and peered over the railing. 

“*** Ustdukh falls!  *** Not move!”
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With painstaking gentleness, the villagers edged a litter under Ustdukh and carried him into the pavilion. Ortsana gave Ustdukh a calming potion and she and Chermak passed their fingers over his quivering body, whispered to each other and to the villagers assembled around his litter. The outcome: three broken ribs, a broken left leg and a dislocated left shoulder. Chanting villagers scurried about the compound collecting splints and padding and prepared poultices and healing smoke. Their long cadences led by Verhdum’s flute rose above his moans and filled the air.

Kalyna was with the chanters around Ustdukh as Ortsana applied dressings but she kept glancing over to Vlas sitting bent over on the steps of the pavilion holding his head in his hands. 

His anger smoldered. The show had gone so well and now this! They didn’t seem to hold him responsible for the incident, or even show resentment against Squeaky, but after all, it was his Disse-forsaken familiar that had provoked it! 

He was just in the way. His first aid experience relied on serious technological back up, his medkit was unresponsive to Soborni and he had no choice but to leave everything in their expert hands. In fact, better to leave the scene altogether.

Squeaky and his brood had disappeared and it was just as well. Vlas straightened up to walk to his hut. Kalyna left the chanters, called his name and limped over to him. She took his hand and pulled herself close. Her prominent belly brushed against his hip.

“*** Kalyna sees Vulahsu not happy  *** Kalyna knows why  *** Vulahsu feels his fault Ustdukh fall  *** Vulahsu not worry  *** Ustdukh soon better  *** Hurt not serious  *** Only body  *** Not sick blood” 

He struggled to bypass the churning in his gut and collected his thoughts.

“Vlas understand  Thank Kalyna  Better Vlas go back Old Town  Rest  Change bad feeling”

In the sparse light from the torches in the pavilion her lips quivered and seemed to be reproducing the voices behind her but clear words came out.

“*** Kalyna hopes Vulahsu stays  *** Gives Kalyna gives baby company  *** Kalyna not sure when baby comes  *** Soborni never sure  *** Maybe soon”
“Vlas understand  Not stay long  If Kalyna have trouble Vlas come  Now Vlas sleep” 

He kissed her awkwardly on the forehead, rubbed the side of her belly and started to leave.

Kalyna’s mouth pouted, her off-centre eyes travelled over his face but she said nothing and let his hand move away.

He walked along the beach and onto the trail leading to his hut by the waterfall. The droning chant accompanied him and did not diminish even when he approached the rushing waters and entered the hut. He dropped down hard on his mat and turned over on his side to try to reduce the noise in his ears. Whiffs of pungent smoke reached the hut from time to time and he spent the night tossing and turning.

He is fifteen years old, in Phase 2 of Cadet School for Accelerated Technical Training. Though generally a star pupil, he is finally being punished for multiple breaks of curfew and sneaking into the parts warehouse to steal electronic components for private projects. He is strapped into the ‘Buzzer Chair’ and his head is wired with electrodes whose coiled leads connect to ‘The Rectifier’. It sets up a beat frequency which rises and falls in volume and pitch timed to bursts of electro-shock and messages of self-improvement. He makes solemn promises to reform.

Morning numbness didn’t cover up the hiss in his ears or the rancour in his gut. He staggered out of the hut into the pool, waded clumsily into the curtain of falling water and stationed himself for maximum pounding on his body. When the cooling had washed out most of the torpor and the noise in his ears, he stepped out and waited for the rays of SunStar to work over his skin before returning to the hut to change.

He would make an effort to present a civilised face to the world: first connect with Kalyna and the baby. If she had not yet eaten and had an appetite, he would get some breakfast for the two of them, then pay his respects to Chermak, check on Ustdukh and be on his way. 

As he put on a dry shirt, he noted that the volume, timbre and pace of the chanting from the pavilion had changed overnight. There seemed to be less urgency in it. 

Kalyna was probably right about Ustdukh’s condition. His own rapid convalescence from more severe injuries healed by the Soborni had been nothing short of magical. He was glad for Ustdukh, but today he would accomplish his own healing by ordinary means, a modest R & R at his base camp, with perhaps some sea-time on Kalyna.

The shape of the shadows cast by SunStar gave notice that breakfast was already being served out on the beach trestles. Turning a corner in the path halfway to the main compound, he almost tripped over Squeaky leading Grabber and the cubs as they scoured the bushes for grubs and berries. Vlas cursed and stopped in his tracks.

Squeaky appeared as frisky as ever, his tail twisted high in the air.

Vlas’s fists clenched. 

“Stay away from me, Squeaky!” 

Squeaky’s eyes opened wide and his ears swivelled as they tracked the sound of Vlas’s voice.

Enough was enough. There was actually nothing to be gained from remaining at the scene. He had made his goodbyes with Kalyna yesterday and could contribute nothing to the Soborni’s communal efforts. He twisted around and strode off pounding his staff on the path to the old road.

Vlas sat on the patio overlooking the harbour and finished his third mug of fermented kalapa. It had taken the whole day to clean up the rooms in the derelict clubhouse overlooking the harbour. Multi-legged occupants had found the inner spaces to their liking. Squeaky, Grabber and the cubs did their part in the clean-up by including the invaders in their diet but Vlas kept stumbling over Squeaky and glaring at him.

The reflections of the sun off the water below hurt his eyes, but it wasn’t that or the afternoon of sweaty work that was getting to him. The presentation yesterday except for Synobyl’s silly performance at the end had actually gone better than he hoped but Ustdukh’s accident provoked by Squeaky had short-circuited everything.

This separation from Kalyna. He felt as if part of his body had been cut off and left behind. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. The whole deal was wrong, wrong, wrong! He looked over at where Squeaky, Grabber and the cubs were fussing with each other. 

Maybe he should have stayed around Kalyna, looked after her and the child within her. Just waited and taken the emotional fall-out in his stride. He heard Squeaky in the den in the corner nattering to Grabber and the cubs. His face tightened. 

It was all his fault! 

He snatched up the empty mug and pitched it blindly into the animals’ corner. One of the cubs howled, fell over and its splayed-out legs jerked convulsively. Grabber dashed to the cub’s side and nuzzled its head. A trickle of blood ran out of the cub's ear. She licked it clean but the flow wouldn't stop. She continued her licking, nudging the cub's body forcefully but it was no use. 

Squeaky had moved into action sniffing over the cub and calling out in staccato whimpers. He picked at the mug lying beside the cub and sniffed the few drops remaining in it. He turned his head toward Vlas, stood up on his hind quarters and stared at him.

Vlas tried to approach but stopped at the sight of Squeaky's raised hackles. He stared at the panicky animals and cursed under his breath. Gritting his teeth, he grabbed his staff and stormed off the patio. 

He looked up the pathway leading to the Old Town. The ravaged buildings and overgrown roadways tugged at him. The light was fading but he knew the paths in the brush by heart and there would still be both Moons for a while. He tore up the stairway two steps at a time. 
Vines and branches whipped at his face and body as he penetrated the ruined plaza. He strained to keep up the pace and tried to use the staff to fend off the thrusts and passes of the fast-advancing greenery but more than a few found their mark. 

He emerged into the relative emptiness of the broad central boulevard in the old administrative quarter. The path zigzagged among the debris of destroyed high-rises. The light of Yellow Moon setting in the east and Pink Moon rising in the west cast dual shadows from straggling branches, beams and girders protruding at odd angles. 

The statue of a uniformed male with melted features stood on a pedestal at an unnatural angle and pointed in the same direction he was heading. He had seen it before many times but only now understood its message. Follow the emptiness.

His arms and legs pumped in a steady rhythm punctuated by the thuds and clangs of his staff on what was left of the paving. Where fallen girders had pierced the roadway, contentious new growth lashed out at him. The play of double moonlight on the mass of light and dark leaves and twitching branches matched the uneasiness in his mind. He had probably alienated both a comrade and his lover. He was his own worst enemy. Was that what ‘love’ does to you? Entrains you and then tosses you aside? 

The concourse ended in another plaza indistinguishable from the deeper woods beyond. He was on the verge of exhaustion but along with it had come a loosening of the twist in his gut. He stooped over panting and caught his breath. He looked around. Barely a leaf stirred in the twin moonlight filtering down from the canopy above. The stillness settled over him like a cushion. 

The stillness was not silence. Sounds of vitality came into focus: chirping, cooing and whistling with a variety of tones, melodies and timing. The darkness was full of the richness of life proceeding alongside and in spite of him. He stood up and resumed a brisk pace reverting to the tracking mode he had used as a hunter, eyes sweeping the area ahead and around, not fixing on one target. 

But exposed roots and scurryings below caught him unawares and threw him off balance. One night creature did not escape his foot which landed on soft resistance. There was a squawk, the brush of fur against his skin and a nip at his ankle. He reduced his stride.

The heat of the day was dissipating. It was still dry season. The warm air carried the spiciness of the ripe fruit and resin-laden bark of kaula and sinag trees that produced a pleasant tang in his nostrils. Gradually the upper layer of daytime air became replaced from below by cooler strata carrying the heavy musty odour of the earth. 

How could he ever make it up to Squeaky and Grabber? Impossible. He would just have to accept the consequences of losing them. Animals are animals. They know what they are: in perfect sync with the universe. They now knew he wasn’t. So be it.

As for Kalyna, that bond could never be broken.

He stood in his tracks and let the various textures of night air enter his lungs. There was no need to do the complete loop of his old trapping line. He mumbled thanks for the respite and turned around.
His premonitions were confirmed at the old clubhouse. The corner previously inhabited by Squeaky, Grabber and the cubs was empty.
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He had a restless night, his sleep disturbed by jumbled images of his successes and failures in the Soborni village: the vidbook blazing into new life in the pavilion; the albino boy’s statuette he broke; the aborted weeding experiment; meeting and loving Kalyna; losing Squeaky. He got up from his mat and shook his head groggily. The images had ended abruptly, something was missing. 

He walked out onto the patio. The day looked promising, but then almost every day on the island was the same, brilliant and hopeful, even at the end of the dry season. He stood longer than usual under the spray of water in the spring beside the stairway. The scent of katalpa flowers wafted in his direction. The coolness on his skin and the scent of the blossoms on the rising and falling breeze were delicious. 

A plan for the day emerged. He would take a day cruise on Kalyna. Trim the sails and let the wind, waves, sun and sky work their magic. It had been a long time. He remembered his friends the 'cosmic' jellyfish. He would enjoy renewed communication with them. 

The boathouse bunker was unchanged. Kalyna’s raised hulls with hinged mast and its supporting struts folded down on the cabin roof were just as he had left them weeks, months ago. There was little change in the harbour too. One semi-submerged hull was less aground than before, the result perhaps of another freak tide in his absence. He would check the vidbook later if he had time.

It took him half the morning to set the hulls down into the water and step the mast, stock up on water, snacks and extra wraps. He felt a pang in his gut as he recalled the night with Kalyna, but she would be alright for the short time he would be on his own. 

Working on his artifact of primordial design that had been so thoroughly modernized was a joy, but he missed Squeaky poking his nose everywhere and making chattering observations. Would he ever see him again? Not likely. He also felt the need to gift the jellyfish with something. But what could they possibly want or need from his terrestrial environment? He was anxious to get going for a little day sail.

The wind today unusually was out of the south-east. It was fitful in the harbour but should stay steady once he was off-shore, adequate for his trip. He cleared the tall breakwaters and pointed Kalyna north-east. Skies were clear with just a line of dark clouds in the far south-east. The two sails bellied out into the breeze and he set a course to clear the North Cape. He had discovered Kalyna sailed herself at this angle to the wind when the sails were properly adjusted and he knotted the rudders’ control stick to a fastening beside his seat. 

He stretched out on a pad under the canopy, looked around at the rising and falling ocean swell and enjoyed the occasional spray as a wave slapped the two sterns. He took a deep breath and his eyes closed. 

He was on day patrol, alone and in full body armour in an unknown village in an unknown country. The mission was to weed out the last remnants of a deviant population, but there wasn’t a soul in sight. He marched down a hot rutted road, sweat trickled out of his armour. Nothing looked right, even the ruts in the road weren't parallel or even straight but zigzagged, forking sharply then slicing into each other. Randomly sited hovels and outhouses continued the same mad geometry. Walls and roofs met at impossible angles and glittered with an unnatural sheen. The gates refused to open even with a savage but soundless kick. 

All the gates but one. It opened by itself as he approached. He stepped warily under the sideways tilted arch and onto the misshapen flagstones. An open doorway leaned toward him. Inside, it was dark but a shape glimmered. It was not angular but curvaceous. His heart started to beat wildly. 

The light slowly increased revealing the interior of a Veenaga R & R sex carousel and a naked woman’s body reclining suggestively on a dais faceless except for a pair of eyes and a mouth. The eyes met his and the lips opened coyly, but there was no need for talk. His mission had come to a successful conclusion. His armour began to disassemble.

He woke up on his seat ‘wet’, shaken and dismayed. 

It had only happened to him as an adolescent. He remembered the details of the dream and cringed. Why wasn't it Kalyna? He didn't need some kind of mechanical release. He wanted closeness, involvement, the real thing that he had achieved only with her. His fist slammed into the bulkhead. He was turning back.

It had been the creaking of the boom and the slapping of the sails that woke him, swinging back and forth with the rising swell unable to catch any wind. The swell had become longer and steeper and the wind was starting to pick up. 

He looked around in alarm. They were well past the North Cape. A bank of dark clouds arched over the island and the southern sky. Lightning flickered and thunder rumbled louder and louder. The quality of the light itself had changed to a greenish-yellow. A twitch of panic gripped his stomach. 

Kalyna started to respond to his attempt to change course back to Soborna Island but it meant a long irregular vector. 

He leaned over and put one leg in the water. 

“This is Vlas from Veenaga on Sailing Vessel Kalyna. Can anyone receive me?” 

A reply came after considerable delay.

“...knowl...ris...extr...tion...posib...dista...Vla...”

“Repeat message please. Storm approaching. Am unable to return to base in time. Can you be of any assistance?”

“...try...appr...time...distance...maj...orm... delay...urn...coord...”

Was the broken-up message the result of interference from the lightning? Did they have any idea where he was? He had to take some action himself. 

Although he had no maritime storm experience, he suspected there was soon going to be too much wind and would have to rely on Kalyna’s natural sea-worthiness. He cranked to reduce the sail area to a minimum to have some semblance of control. He went below and put on an extra wrap. Darkness was coming on fast. The swell was increasing. Where would the wind come from? 

A roaring gust caught the open canopy, tore it off the cabin roof and hurled it overboard. Flashes of lightning and rolls of thunder exploded into his eyes and ears. The swells became half the height of the mast. Kalyna pitched and twisted wildly up, down and to all sides. He tried to make the hulls lie directly in line with the direction of the wind and swell, but Kalyna had an irresistible tendency to lie almost broadside. 

They were well past the northern tip of the island away from its partial protection. If the storm continued unabated, they would soon be in mid-ocean. He cursed his manic whim of putting to sea so unprepared. 

As rapidly as the wind and rain had arrived, they suddenly slackened and the light grew almost normal. Blue sky appeared overhead but was encircled by dark clouds and the swell gave no sign of easing. He feared that was not the end of it, just the lull before another bout. 

Gripping the railing, he dropped one foot into the water surging below him. 

“Vlas again. Storm temporarily at a lull but urgently request your assistance.”

The response this time was stronger.

“...approaching...coordinates...est...maximu...you in centre...vortex... caution...wind reversal im...”
They were responding to his transmission. He would have to try to keep everything together until their arrival, which was sure to be delayed. But what could they actually do for him? Surely, they were as much at the mercy of wind and waves as he was. If only Kalyna could stay intact. The swell coming from the south made the hulls tend to ride parallel with the crests and troughs. 

As she lurched fitfully rocking from side to side, he knew he had no option but to put blind trust in the builders’ design and materials, but how much punishment could his boat handle? He realized with a stitch in his gut that there wasn't anything that looked like emergency survival gear on board.

Gusts were striking from all directions. The jellyfish had mentioned a wind reversal. Of course, the other side of a cyclonic system. That meant from the west. Would he be blown back to Soborna? 

The air grew yellow and darkened as the cloud line towering above him advanced. The swell was still coming from the south but was intersecting with one setting from the west, possibly a tidal current. The crests grew higher and steeper in a cross chop that was as unpredictable as it was violent. 

A wall of wind hit from the north-west. The hulls see-sawed convulsively and the mast whipped around in erratic loops. He watched helplessly as Kalyna was brought almost broadside to the swell, dipped deeply in the trough, then twisted up stern first to gusts from another direction. Still gripping the rudder control, stung with rain, wind and spray, he knew his efforts were proving in vain. The odds in this action were stacked against him, worse than he had ever experienced in combat. 

There was a terrific crack from forward. A strut whipped over Vlas' head. He ducked belatedly and it disappeared behind him. The other one on the right side let go with a bang and dropped into the sea. In a split-second, the mast with its boom broke off sharply at the base and after stumping across the roof of the cabin plunged overboard. The bent-over struts on the right and those forward and aft still held it and the furled sails underwater, causing the left hull to lift partly out of the water and pressing the right hull deeper. A shiver ran up and down Vlas’s spine. There was probably nothing aboard strong enough to sever their connection to the boat. The rudders had lost any effectiveness but could the submerged gear steady Kalyna’s chaotic motion? 

The increased drag caused the boat to stop dead in the water and receive the full brunt of the breaking waves instead of marginally yielding as before. Seas cascaded over the deck and from the stern slamming him against the bulkhead and hatchway frame he was gripping for dear life. The breaking waves showered his body with specks of yellow phosphorescence, light without heat. 

Sharp thuds came sporadically from under the right hull. The mast was still making its presence known. 

Once again, the ferocity of the wind unexpectedly slackened and rifts in the dark clouds opened wider and wider. Jagged skeins of cloud scudded high above Kalyna. Pink Moon had lifted over the western horizon and was increasing visibility. In the flashes of lightning, he made out a darker shape to the east that was surely Soborna Island. 

The wind continued to drop and soon became fitful but assumed an overall eastward push. At the sight of land, tugs of joy caught in his throat but soon became mixed with trepidation as he recalled the vidbook’s survey of the island’s rocky western shoreline. If they were indeed being blown back to Soborna they were still facing the challenges of arriving in one piece. 
The severed mast end slamming against the right hull was compounding the danger. He needed to at least try to deal with it. He unlatched and entered the cabin. In the dark interior he was thrown from one bulkhead to the other as he retrieved his heavy blade. Holding onto mouldings on the cabin roof, he approached the joints attaching the struts to the hull and slashed as hard as he could at their base but only produced sparks and dangerous ricochets. After almost losing control of his blade he gave up and looked around in desperation. 

The crests of the seas around him were covered with glowing foam exploding and extinguishing, but to the west he caught sight of points of blue light that grew larger with each approaching wave front. He held his breath and mumbled a word of thanks for the arrival of his friends. 

A crash underwater shook the right hull and it dropped lower in the water. 

Clusters of glowing blue triangles surrounded Kalyna, rising up and down together through the yellow-streaked foam. He strained to put a foot safely in the sea.

“Friends! My ship has been severely damaged and we are drifting out of control. It can't take much more of this and neither can I!”

“Greetings, Vlas-s-s. We regret our delay and are assessing your situation as well as land, sea and weather co-ordinates. Unfortunately, vectors to return you to your point of origin are beyond our means.”

The circle of glowing blue triangles grew tighter around the hulls.

“We presume pendulous underwater artifacts do not conform to your original configuration. Remedial action is possible.”

“Confirmed. Do you have a plan?”

“Stand clear of all metal grounding. We will attempt elimination.”

Vlas had no idea what that would involve but he got up, gripped the wooden frame around the cabin hatchway and looked over at the waterline of the right hull. 

The jellyfishes’ tentacles knotted themselves around the struts trailing down underwater. Their blue glows tightened then exploded. Clusters of white arcs flashed, bursts of acrid smoke surfaced and were whipped away by the wind. The arcs continued sporadically then stopped. Kalyna immediately began to ride higher and more evenly in the water. Surging up and down the crests and dips of the swells, Kalyna seemed to respond to his coaxing at the rudders. Maybe now they had a fighting chance. 

The glow of the jellyfish’s sails had muted during their work underwater but slowly increased. Waiting a minute longer he ventured a leg into the water and was able to maintain it there after overcoming an initial shock.

“Incredible! The ship rides more easily now. Thank you! But we are being pushed towards a dangerous shoreline.”

“After recharging our energy cells, we will vector you to greater proximity of your land area. Occasional gaps exist among the underwater barriers along the shore interface, but waveforms will steepen there. Have you personal buoyancy, land-based entity Vlas-s-s?”

He puzzled groggily over the question. Did they mean his body on its own or artificial means of keeping his head above water? Kalyna was his 'personal buoyancy'.

“My body is not favourable to immersion. I must rely on my vessel. I accept the risks and thank you in advance for any attempt to assist me, no matter what the outcome.”

“We comprehend, will maintain stability and will direct you at the closest least irregular land/sea interface.”

“Acknowledged. Thank you.”

Skies had cleared completely. Kalyna was moving across a nightscape embedded with countless points of light above and below. A procession of restless seas swished to their final destination. 

With Pink Moon at half phase he made out the dark outlines of Soborna Island. Kalyna had responded marginally to the rudders again but he sensed that she was actually being both propelled and held down by his friends and it was wise to let them apply their own complex corrections. 

He pondered the phenomenon that was the jellyfish. To combine so many capabilities into such a compact package was nothing short of miraculous. Perhaps his friends were so capable, flexible and advanced precisely because they were organic, not mechanical. He felt humbled and honoured.

But there was no escaping the grim realities of the situation. Although the storm had blown itself out, he had to make an emergency landfall on an unknown coast. He was cold, wet and exhausted. Again, he cursed for putting himself seriously in harm’s way. 

His eyes twitched at another painful thought. Kalyna and the Soborni would experience the storm themselves partially, would surely be checking on him and be alarmed at his and Kalyna’s disappearance. He muttered incoherent curses and fought off an onset of nausea. If he came through this action successfully, things were going to be very different. 

First things first.

“How do you see the situation, friends? What can I do to assist you?”

“Landfall is imminent, Vlas-s-s. Wave fronts work heavily over all coastal areas and a completely uneventful crossing of barriers is problematic. Remain in maximum communication for final approach.”
Dawn in the west was breaking over Soborna in layers of pink and orange. He looked over to see his friends at work. The waterline of the hulls were fitted with bodies that were pulsating rhythmically, achieving forward motion by pumping sea water and by their ‘sails’ that redirected the wind. 
He looked at the land that was getting closer and closer, at the peaks of the central plateau and below them the formidable cliffs that ringed the shoreline. He gulped and waited. 

“Yes, Vlas-s-s-. We understand your apprehensions. Ahead lies a break in the wave front. Can you discern it?”

Vlas looked off the left bow and saw a dip in the nearest cliff with minimal white water offshore. 

“I can make it out. Surf is less there but the swell is high.”

“Confirm. We will approach gap and attempt to position you for a suitable waveform, then assist you across by applying corrective action. Success is not guaranteed because of the multiplicity of contrary factors. You may have to take personal evasive action.”

Vlas took a deep breath. 

“I understand perfectly. I am eternally grateful for the assistance you have given me.”

“Do not mention eternity, land-based entity Vlas-s-s. May it not present itself prematurely. We would prefer to continue our communication in this dimension. May the Supreme Spirit guide you in all ways. Farewell”

“Goodbye, friends. Till we meet again.”

A lump formed in his throat and he turned his attention to watching the approach of the gap in the surf. 

He was within twenty boat lengths. The swells were getting steeper and steeper. If the boat managed to keep on top of one crest without being overset there was a good chance of clearing the reef.  
A sudden cross-swell changed their angle of approach. The hulls twisted to meet the doubled wave. He felt a definite retarding action as he and the boat rose higher and higher and suddenly the hulls were released. Kalyna became partly airborne and Vlas was torn off his feet by the crest breaking over him. He fell into the sea and the stern of the right hull gave him a sharp jab to his shoulder. The remnant of a severed strut slapped across his chest and without thinking he reached out to grab it, but failed and was rolled over and over by the uncoiling wave. With frantic kicks and strokes, he struggled to reach the surface. When he thought he would never make it, his head broke into clear air and he took a rasping intake of breath. Through water-soaked eyes he spied a sloping gravel beach. He started swimming, insensitive to his bruised shoulder and chest and touched land. 

He looked around. Kalyna half-submerged had reached shore as well and was grinding on the stones a short distance away. 

They had come through. As he was pulling himself onto the gravel, he was able to send a thought out to sea before passing out.

“I am alive, friends.”

“We know and rejoice with you, land-based entity Vlas-s-s”
4:06

Vlas awoke in full sunlight with his head resting on a moss-covered rock high above the beach. He had no recollection of how he had got there. The arch of sea and sky before his eyes showed blue skies and blue ocean. He heaved a deep sigh. Yesterday’s storm was yesterday’s nightmare. Today was the beginning of his return to Kalyna and the Soborni. He ground his teeth. What a fool he had been to leave the village. 

The pain took him by surprise as he sat up. A black and blue stripe ran across his chest and his right shoulder had a massive bruise. No matter. They would need some attention but he could deal with them later. He looked down at the beach and saw Kalyna wedged between rocks that flanked a stream running into the sea. 

There was something else on the beach as he started down. Three jellyfish carcasses were lying flattened on the stones along the shore line. He stopped abruptly, lost his balance and precipitated a slide that delivered him tottering to where they lay like gray jetsam with their tendrils and sails splayed out at all angles. He knelt scanning for signs of life but found none. They apparently had failed to detach themselves from Kalyna’s hulls in time and had been unable to escape the surf. 

Or had they stayed on deliberately to attempt a last split-second correction? He would never know, although their brethren could perhaps tell their story. Wading up to his knees, he sent a thought out to sea but didn’t wait for a reply. Their gesture, whether deliberate or not, deserved an immediate response. 

He started scooping gravel over their bodies. When he finished, he waded back. Facing the mounds, he painfully raised his right arm in salute, then turned and faced the sea. A spoken message might carry a stronger signal.

“You have been friends, mentors and are now my saviours. I owe my life to you because you sacrificed yours. I don’t know how I can repay this gift. We now have a blood bond I will never forget. I am now safe with only minor injuries and need to return to my point of departure as soon as possible.”

He maintained the posture and received a reply.

“Your salutation is acknowledged, 249K-VLAS. It is our joy to support all consciousness-bearing life forms even to the ultimate act. May your time restored to point of origin and your delegated task be fruitful. Till our next encounter, hopefully under less dramatic circumstances. Supreme Spirit attend you always as you attain clarity.”

Kalyna’s cabin proved accessible. After a brief wash in the stream, he pulled himself aboard. Some of his rudza cakes and roots were salvageable and took the edge off his unsettled appetite. He drank up the rest of the kalapa juice, filled and 

stowed the gourd and dropped onto the couch exhausted but with concerns buzzing in his head. 

Ustdukh’s magic telescope surely couldn’t see around to the western side of Soborna Island, so Kalyna and the villagers had no way of knowing he was alive. There was no chance of creating a signal this side of the vast central plateau. He could only create one at the southernmost point of Soborna Island before proceeding north. The line road that extended all around the island was the best route back – if it was intact. With any luck the trek should take him less than ten days. New queries presented themselves half-formed but he finally fell asleep.

He stood at the foot of the ravine that afternoon with a kit of salvaged supplies and a bedroll from the cabin slung over his back. He turned to Kalyna with a choke in his throat.

“May I be forgiven my insane whims. You have served me better than I deserve. Farewell.”

He struggled up the ravine until he arrived under the lip of a curved embankment. He dropped his load and sat on a thick root to settle his heaving breath and ease the flashes of pain. When they subsided, he climbed up and saw three abandoned bunkers with wreckage on the dome roofs and scattered over the grounds. He wiped his forehead. It had probably been a coastal battery or relay station and was sure to be connected to the line road. This could be his base camp for the time being. He needed at least a day to lay in supplies, rest up and deal with his injuries. 

The bunkers’ interiors were tempting but they would probably contain unpleasant surprises and after the events of the morning and the hard climb up from the beach he had no intention of confronting present or past occupants. He rested in the shade of one bunker and surveyed the area before setting out to explore further.

The compound was set at the edge of the ravine on ground excavated from the woods and overshadowed by the central plateau that loomed high above. Paved over with the usual meta-plastic, it was torn up and strewn with fractured coils, rails, parabolic dishes and unidentifiable debris. He saw a pond, an overgrown exit roadway going up the slope and beside it a trail with the remains of a trolley hanging from pylons leading steeply upwards. The elevated line road’s purpose on this isolated side of the island was probably to supply the bunkers, so it couldn’t be far off. 

He would revert temporarily to trapping game for extra nutrition. It would be a hard slog, almost like those of his army days. On his return to the village he would resume going meatless.

Fire: for cooking a nightly meal, for warmth and for protection from unknown creatures. He swore at himself for not taking along fire-making crystals on Kalyna, but there had to be a rubbish dump he could dig around in for materials. There was certainly no lack of local combustibles. 

The stream whose ravine he had climbed formed a pond at the far end of the compound. Where there was water there was likely to be aquatic life, high-density nutrition but perhaps not so easy to catch. 

The woods above made it impossible to gauge the distance to the line road. It was already midday. He would make an early start tomorrow but now needed to attend to his food supply before dusk. 

In the woods he fashioned snares to catch indak, gaika or tilag along runways identical to those in the Old Town. He dug out havarna and tapanok roots, picked enough greens to last him two or three days and several handfuls of kalapa berries and ruta leaves to make a poultice that the Soborni had used to treat his earlier major injuries. He mashed them on a mattalata leaf and pasted it on his chest and shoulder. He finished off part of what he had foraged, his eyes closed and his back sagged against the wall of the bunker. 

He awoke to morning rays of SunStar playing over his head and all too aware of every joint and muscle in his body but also some mitigation of his injuries. Impatient to begin exploring, he slapped water on his face and pulled himself up.

His snares had produced game overnight. He reluctantly despatched a tilapa and an indak and stuffed them in his bag. The pond deserved a look before he started the uphill trail. Its shape was irregular and it was hard to tell if it was the result of a blast, landscaping or a natural feature. There were no big birds about and he saw plenty of sizable ripples dappling the surface. He filled his gourd, assembled his kit and made his way around the bunkers and overgrown debris to the tracks leading out of the compound.

On a hunch, he started instead down a narrow level trail leading to the right. Sections of the meta-plastic paving were uprooted just as in the compound. Within a few minutes, skirting around an upraised slab, he saw a metal cabinet protruding from a mound. He pulled the overgrowth away and laid bare piles of crunched up ration pouches, vidbook cases, distorted circuit boards, a tangled mass of charred cables, protective shielding and shards of unknown materiel. 

Scraping deeper with his heavy blade, he uncovered a dented and discoloured metal helmet and a string of glass bottles fused together. He grunted with satisfaction and broke off one bottle. The helmet was intact and when cleaned up it could serve as a makeshift pot as well as sun protection. He clipped it to his belt and turned back to explore the other tracks.

At the other exits from the compound there were vestiges of a stairway leading upwards through the woods. It paralleled the steep line of pylons beside it, whereas the roadway itself proceeded at a gentler slope. That could only mean the station of the line road was indeed nearby. He shifted the kit on his back. It felt lighter already.

Vlas navigated the torn-up trail and new growth of kalapa and loolyon trees. The paving evened out and when he arrived at the end of the first leg and turned, his face broke into a smile. The pointed arches and roofs of a line station emerged burrowed behind a rocky outcropping at the end of the second leg.

A faded sign in Old Lahskan hung over the entrance guarded at ground level by two coiled dragons and a turnstile: “--------- ONLY FOR ------- PERSON---”. Smaller and simpler than the one in the Old Town, the building was basically a roofed platform enclosed by a shoulder-height wall with grill work continuing above it. The floor was scattered with bins and crates and adjoined the open track of the line road. His heart skipped a beat as he made out an apparently intact vehicle on the track. 

Muttering about miracles, he edged his body over the turnstile, stepped warily past crates covered with markings and reached the platform. An open pod-like vehicle sat lowered over the central guideway of the maglev track. The roof was an integrated solar panel covered with leafy debris. He wiped his arm across it, stepped inside and fingered the console on the central pedestal. A blue display came to life and the car started to quiver but words in orange blinked: POWER FAILURE! CONTACT BASE IMMEDIATELY! It was a lost cause, but he tried activating forward motion all the same, which only elicited a complete shutdown. He turned away with a shrug and went back inside the station.

In the dim light he examined the markings on the crates. Glyphs and text identified food rations and outfits in the bins of two tiers, but the third contained light ordnance, munitions and communication gear in heavily reinforced crates with code pads that warned off any unauthorized attempts to open with pictographs of severed arms. 

He easily broke into a bin of emergency rations that had an indefinite life span. Inside were pouches identical to those he had uncovered in the rubbish dump. They were surprisingly light and he tore one open. Steam issued and with it an odour that reminded him of the hard rations during his campaigns on Veenaga, and the taste even more. He ate some of it, threw the rest over the wall but took a handful for his bag.

Using the broken bottle over a pile of leaves and branches, he lit a fire on the open roadway, gutted and roasted his catch. He prepared for sleep well satisfied with his provisions for the trek tomorrow: a three-day supply of greens, roots, kalapa, ruta and indak and tilapa wrapped in broad mattalata leaves. Water, greens, roots and game should be locally available with just a minor diversion from the line road. 

The herbal poultices were having an effect. He spread another one over his chest and right shoulder, lay down in an open space among the tiers and thought of Kalyna. 
How close was she to birthing his child? Was she likely to succeed this time? He clenched his fists. If only he could be in time for it.

A series of heavy gusts passed through the station and raised a violent fluttering of leaves in the woods outside. Moments later, lightning flashed and drum rolls of thunder reverberated from the station walls. The aches in his shoulder and chest suddenly flared up. It might be just a shower – or might it be the beginning of the rainy season he had already experienced the day before? If so, his travel plans were going to be seriously affected.

The strong patter of rain drops hitting the roof above his head became a rhythmic drone. He lay quiet listening. He would just have to accept the situation and make adjustments. At least dehydration wouldn’t be an issue. 

He remembered Kalyna had told him about registering all the sensations in his body, savouring the pleasant ones to work in total acceptance with their opposites. Her face floated in front of him and produced an ache deep in his chest. He began monitoring his breath and his body. The squall worked itself through and when he fell asleep the intensity of some of the aches across his body had decreased.

The strumming of rain against the roofs, the trees and the bushes comes and goes. Kalyna advances toward him under the arches of the station smiling and holding out her baby. He is overjoyed and wants to join her but his ankles are jammed in the detritus covering the platform. She passes without resistance through the turnstile and reaches him, looks up into his face and holds out their child. He starts to take the baby in his arms . . . and woke up shivering in the shaded light of dawn.

It was not only cold that woke him but tremors in the flooring and the sound of massive wave action on the beach below. 

Vlas staggered to his feet and felt his way out of the station. He scrambled up the rocky massif in front to get a glimpse of the sea. He stood on the crest and looked down on a succession of towering waves converging at a distance on the shore line below. His feet sensed the forces pounding at Kalyna lying in their grip. 

His chest heaved. He had now been spared from annihilation twice, by blind luck, fate or another kind of intervention − but not Kalyna. He turned slowly away and kicked at a root or a stone at every step on his way back to the station.

He paced doggedly along the broad white track of the line road. Spurred on by his need to make time, he was oblivious to the spectacular vistas around him. 

The arches and roofs of the next station came into view and he weighed his chances of reaching it before the arrival of the dark clouds scudding over the ocean. He broke into a trot. The bag and bedroll hanging over his back swung from side to side and its weight threatened to unbalance his stride. He was sure he would make it in time, but it would mean an evening with no fire. It was definitely rainy season and the distances between stations unpredictable.

Vlas arrived panting just as the clouds thundered a belated warning and released a downpour onto the roofs of the station. Blue waves flickered over the exposed posts and pillars of the open platform. He waited for the rumbling half of the squall to pass, removed his shirt and the poultices and stood outside in the quiet drizzle looking up open-mouthed. 

Vlas scanned the scene before him with dismay. A military convoy lay twisted amid the overgrowth alongside the line road. A broken chain of cocoon-like troop and freight carriages pointed at sharp angles into the sky. Heavy ordnance of aggressive design emerged partly visible through the grasses and new growth beside the wreckage. 

He remembered his view of a similar disaster while orbiting Lahska in STARSCOUT. This one might serve him well. He unloaded himself of everything but his heavy blade and approached the debris field. 

He entered a grove of loolyon trees that had thrust up a squad of skeletons wearing tattered uniforms to different heights along their trunks and branches. He started examining the labels and pictograms on the crates of materiel lying randomly among the bushes, some intact, others broken apart. Surely the transport had carried what he needed. 

A crate below one macabre spectacle had the right markings and no code warnings. With his blade he scored the sealed edge of the lid and forced it open. He hunted through layers of gear and removed a shirt, leggings and a loose-fitting jacket displaying badges and bars. 

He put the jacket over his shoulders, glanced at the insignia and a hint of old energy stirred in his chest. He looked up. The faded uniform clinging to the skeleton above him had three badges and bars covering the shoulder bones. 

He may well have been an officer like I was, Vlas thought, and compared the insignia on his new gear. Two out of three badges matched and it had four bars. He smiled grimly. Had he just seconded himself to a new unit – and with a promotion? He shook his head. It didn’t bear thinking about. 

Vlas closed the case and returned to the kit he had left by the side of the line road. He stood at attention and saluted the field of wreckage and mortal remains. 

“Spirit rest your souls, deluded but dedicated just like me,” he muttered. “I hope you had an easy death, but I doubt it.” 

He skirted behind and around the next station, breaking off dead branches and picking up whatever station debris was dry and combustible. He created a small pile in the open at the entrance to the station and a large one inside. The afternoon skies were only partly cloudy and the timing of this arrival had been perfect. He focussed the broken bottle on the base of the first pile and adjusted the angle. Wisps of smoke curled up and he fanned until he had a good blaze. He picked up a flaming branch, entered the station and ignited the second pile. 

Afternoon turned into evening and brought showers and thunder that echoed through the valley over the crackle and hissing of the fire. The extra heat was welcome. He sensed a hint of fever. 

Vlas stared into the flames. The trek was already five days old and he wasn’t sure of his net progress. Shouldn’t there already be some significant trending of the coast line to the east? Was Soborna Island larger than he thought? 

He envied the freshness and energy of the flames. As long as he kept them stoked, they performed their dance. How long could he keep himself fuelled up? A double image of the flames presented itself in the glowing darkness and beckoned to him. 

He grunted in exasperation. Was he hallucinating now? He shook his head from side to side with a passion and took a long drink from his gourd. Not to worry. To have survived his incredible history he must be blessed by the Universe, as the jellyfish had suggested and he had nothing to fear. He returned his eyes to the dancing flames.

When the two images reappeared floating side by side, he smiled to himself. The flames were actually he and Kalyna holding hands, swaying to the syncopated rhythm of every flicker and sharing the warmth of their bodies against each other. His luck was bound to change soon.

Vlas stopped at the beginning of the long viaduct that curved auspiciously to the left over a broad ravine and around the ridge ahead. There was no telling where the next station was beyond it and he couldn’t risk being caught in the open with the rapidly advancing sunset and heavy clouds studding the sky. 

He bent over the edge of the track and looked down to the ground where the viaduct began its span over the ravine. A relatively flat shelf bare of vegetation offered shelter for the night. 

He jumped off the line road, threaded his way down through the vines and bushes and ducked under the viaduct. In the failing light of sunset, the space up against the base of the viaduct had room enough to sit upright and would be safe from run-off. He had had worse bivouacs. He carefully distributed his kit on the ground, took out two gaika wings and made a meal of them and the last of the havarna roots. Another night without fire. He swore it would be his last and put on all his new gear.

The central plateau receded into the interior and the ridges and ravines were flattening. The line road lowered itself accordingly and the coastline finally showed a sharp trend to the east after more than ten days. His shoulder and chest were healing well but his gut was experiencing cramps and fever was creeping up on him. If only he could get off the line road and rest his bones at night by a fire on something better than his thin bed roll. 

But things were finally looking hopeful. Something was sure to show up.

A lull in the line of squalls brought bright skies. Groves of fruit trees masked by vines gone wild dotted the overgrown slopes. Crumpled roofs of blue and red tile with integrated power grids rose from the greenery as he passed by scattered plantations. 

A station appeared at sea level in the midst of the countryside reverting to nature. Boxes and bins lay about inside, some full of dried up husks or plants regenerating in the compost. As he walked about, he almost stepped on freshly deposited scat. He was struck by its size, larger than that of all the animals he had trapped by the Old Town and that of the largest known animal of the island, the maopass. Was the abundance of food in the area also a sign of regenerating and evolving wild life? The image of Squeaky looking up at him after he had accidentally killed his cub came into his mind. He would probably never see him again. He shook his head and continued looking around. 
An intact bin caught his eye and he pried it open. It held empty glass bottles with labels in the old script that advertised kalapa juices with an alcoholic content. His spirits rose in anticipation of a bonanza. 

The exit from the station led in the direction of a partly collapsed villa incorporated into a building that might have processed the local produce. From one of the bedrooms he dragged a mattress onto an open patio still sheltered by a section of roofing and went full of hope to inspect the old facility. 

A semi-underground vault contained obvious fermentation vats, barrels and distillation equipment but everything in them had turned to dust and mold. Adjacent was a storage room with bottles that to his delight still held spirits of kalapa, loolyon and rafali vintages. He hauled up a batch to the patio and assembled a feast consisting of fresh ripe fruit from untended mokava and harabrez bushes, greens, havarna roots from abandoned gardens and water from a spring-fed reservoir. Dirt tired, he made a fire and worked his way through all of it, staring at the flames, mixing his drink and mumbling to himself.

The morning dawned sunny. The ache in his head seemed to have thwarted his fever, substituting one pain for another and pacifying his gut. He was sure he could finally activate his plan to forewarn the Soborni of his survival. 

To make a prominent signal, he would have to sacrifice the whole villa and its adjoining structure. Wind direction was ideal and there was no lack of potent liquid accelerants. He assembled a stack of combustible furniture, crates and pallets inside the building. He doused the pile with bottles of spirits but made sure there were semi-flammable materials within the path of the flames to produce smoke as dark as possible. 

From a rise on the old coastal road he looked back with satisfaction at the black column rising high into the sky. Although dark clouds not of his making appeared on the horizon, his signal was sufficiently distinctive and would last long enough to be a message to the Soborni. 

As he picked up his gear and started down the road, the buzz of birds and insects stilled and a sudden breath of cool air passed over his face. He glanced seaward. A patch of white caught his eye. His heart stopped. Just offshore dismasted Kalyna appeared drifting northward with her right hull partly submerged.

His eyes blinked rapidly. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and his heart pounded with joy. How was it possible Kalyna had withstood the freak tidal waves? So, miracles did occur. One was happening right in front of him. 

His chest twitched. But what would be the outcome? It could arrive before him and give bad news to Kalyna and the village. Since Kalyna had taken more than ten days to reach him, it was mirroring his own speed of advance, but were the currents on the eastern side of the island the same as on the western? Would his signal be seen and interpreted correctly to contradict the arrival of Kalyna? If he swam out to Kalyna they could arrive together! But he remembered the red kelp that seemed to inhabit inshore waters. The imponderables made his head spin and the fever flared up. A wave of nausea forced the remains of indak and greens up and out of his throat. 

That night, in the gazebo of a derelict garden, he stared into the flames and spent most of the night tossing and turning with bouts of fever and cramps. In the pre-dawn hours, he awoke from a short, unsettling sleep, stared at the few glowing embers and brooded over Kalyna’s miraculous re-appearance. It mirrored Kalyna’s fragility and vulnerability yet incredible strength. He had overwhelmed her life, diverted her from village tradition into unknown territory. This was how he was repaying her.

It was perfectly clear: at all costs, he had to get to the village first. It wasn’t that far, had to be only a few days’ forced march. He staggered to his feet and with fumbling hands got his kit together.

He was going north now. That was the main thing. This was just the last stretch to get over. He walked in a daze as if on autopilot, reaching out to grab a leaf, blossom or plant if it resembled something he had eaten in the village or foraged in the woods by the Old Town. He was going to make it there first no matter what. It was too bad about that villa but he couldn’t let Kalyna down. He owed it to her. She needed him. The baby needed him. He didn’t care about Ustdukh. Let him be. Each to his own duties. 

He stank. He needed to stop, rest, find water, push on. 

There was a ridge ahead. Strange colour beyond it. Getting closer. Why was it so . . .? 

Vlas stopped dead in his tracks and fever surged in his head. In the valley below lay a petrified landscape in shades of gray as far as the eye could see. The sky too had lost its blueness and had a steely tone to it. He hobbled over to the shade of an overhanging rock, dropped to the ground and shut his eyes. His head was swimming. He was losing touch with his body. For the first time in his life he knew he was at the end of his tether. He shut his eyes.

If there is a force in the Universe that has been looking after me, as the cosmic jellyfish had stated, it should manifest itself now! 

He took a series of deep breaths and tried hard to blank out his jumble of chaotic senses. With a spark of clarity, he thought of Kalyna, mumbled thanks, relaxed and let his consciousness play freely. 

This disaster area couldn't extend indefinitely. The village surely lay just another day’s march ahead. But was it safe to go on? Why hadn't anyone told him about this ‘valley of desolation’? 

Was it from hard radiation? He had no counter with him. Was he jeopardizing his gene pool by venturing forward? What about food and water? Wouldn't it be safer to turn back to stock up before striking out? 

Was there really no life at all here? He rose and took a good look down into the valley. All tree and ground foliage were gone leaving semi-underground geometrical complexes largely intact. Up higher he could see parts of the line road carrying on ahead through the grey landscape, but nearby all he could make out were swatches of scarred trunks, blackened limbs and scorched rock where an unnatural fire had ravaged organic life. 

He squatted down and looked more closely at the ground itself. There were signs of rebirth. Blades of grass, diminutive and tentative, were poking up in small hollows and seemed normal. The rock behind him also showed evidence of new life. Furry lichens clung to its face here and there. A bird chirped as it flew by. Nature was regenerating itself. 

He would chance it. His weariness fell over him again like a heavy weight but he wasn't going to allow the passing images of death and destruction to impact him. He was not reacting, was refusing to let what his eyes were seeing register within. It was just scenes of discolouration – disasters on a mental screen that belonged to a stranger. He started up.

Blackened buildings and barren ground passed by. Depots with cases of spilled chemicals passed by. Rows of entry-points to subterranean installations passed by and overturned vehicles with heat-sealed compartments containing mummified passengers. The unnatural silence, the still close air, they all passed him by not registering their full impact. 

He was dimly aware of coming out of the grey valley into greenness, passing by the southern pastures, the trail leading to Ustdukh's Dragon Temple, arriving at the path to the village, meeting villagers returning from the fields and seeing their shocked expressions. He heard himself saying, “How Kalyna? How baby?” and the reply, “*** Vulahsu! *** Vulahsu live! *** Miracle!  *** Ustdukh see broken sea wagon *** Not see Vulahsu *** Baby live *** Kalyna not live”
4:07

“Manual override, NAVCOMP! Abort site search and start descent immediately. I take full responsibility.”

Q-Field’s charge empties in mid-air and free-fall lodges in his gut like an icy rock. 

A deathblow impact. The cacophony of shredding metal, stabs of pain, then – blackout.

His body is on fire. Monstrous faces are hovering over every part of it. It’s the Ch’rtaghi! He wants to cry out but a terrible weight is pressing on his chest and he drifts in and out of consciousness.

He wakes up in his old room in the Soborni hospice and sees Ortsana fussing over him. Verhdum is playing a soft melody on his flute. 

He sighs. It’s not the Ch’rtaghi but the Soborni putting his wrecked body together. They’ve removed the pain and fever and he feels hollowed out. Something terrible has happened that he needs to remember but he drops into deep sleep.

Vlas opened his eyes. It’s morning. Ortsana wants to spoon broth into his mouth. Verhdum is chanting in a long monotone. A heavy rain is beating against the outer doors but they have sealed up the missing panes.

“*** Vulahsu SaverCome  *** Vulahsu SaverCome  *** Stay strong  *** Take courage”

He nods off with a tense smile on his face.

He’s standing by the burning villa with a half empty bottle in his hand. He turns towards the suddenly manifested ocean and sees Kalyna cruising by dismasted with Kalyna floating over the deck, dressed in a white gown and a garland of flower. She stares at him. He is filled with joy, throws the bottle away and wants to swim out to her. Kalyna twists her head for No! and the two Kalyna’s continue on their course past the burning villa. He stands on the beach stunned and immobile.

Now he remembers everything. 

Vlas woke up moaning and convulsing. 

His head jerked from side to side and his arms and legs contorted at improbable angles. His elbow caught against the bowl of broth Ortsana was holding and knocked it over her shift and onto the floor. 

Ortsana and Verhdum exchanged glances but made no attempt to restrain him. They stood over his head and spoke in quiet voices punctuated by inhaled hums and clicks.

“*** Vulahsu! Vulahsu! *** Wake! Wake!”  “*** Not sink down”  “*** Not all lost  *** Daizheb helps”  “*** Vulahsu needs air  *** Vulahsu needs light”  “*** Vulahsu finds new strength”

But the cot toppled over. When he hit the floor, his knees drew to his chest and the moans and convulsions continued. 

Verhdum pointed to the bag around Ortsana’s neck. She pulled out a small leafy branch, lit it from the oil lamp and kneeled beside Vlas’s head. Verhdum started chanting in a sing-song voice and made complex finger and hand gestures over his body.

She took a deep mouthful of the smoke from the branch and blew it slowly into his nostrils. Three doses were enough to calm Vlas and he fell asleep. Ortsana stood up groggily, hobbled over to her chair and slumped down. Verhdum called in five young Soborni and they lifted Vlas back onto his cot. 

He awoke later in the middle of the night. All was quiet except for a few groans from other rooms. Ortsana was asleep in her chair next to the burning oil lamp. 

His eyes had an opaque inward stare. 

How appropriate to return to the site for the terminally ill. Even though his body had emerged from the crisis, he was just a hollow shell, more dead than alive. His gut was now in permanent free-fall. He would wake up in it every morning of his life unless he took the necessary measures.

It was very simple. Even though he didn’t know any of the details and didn’t want to, Kalyna had died because of his selfishness. He had to answer for it, perhaps for a lot more, as well. 

He was sorry, but with Kalyna gone, it put stop to his SaverCome role. He was no hero to lead the Soborni to their regeneration. They had saved his life and were very clever at getting him to mutate his plans, but this time there would be no accommodation. 

He was going to quit the scene. But not here. 

When he regained more of his strength, he’d walk back down the Old Road to find a villa with a well-stocked cellar. He’d assemble a mass of debris in the middle of it, soak it and himself with vintage accelerant – saving some of the best to tank himself up with until he didn’t feel a thing – and make a spark.  
In the meantime, he would keep up appearances, accept the Soborni’s kindness and work up some energy. He drifted off.

Daylight streamed through the wide doors leading outside. He sensed Ortsana stirring in her chair and sat up.

“Vlas better now  Feel hungry”

She rose with the happy side of her face turned toward him. She bobbed three times and bustled out of the room. She spoke a few words in the hallway.

He heard thumps and Chermak soon appeared at the door leaning on her staff with Verhdum guiding her by the elbow. She seemed older and frail. He dreaded what he would see on her face as she approached. This was the alien from another planet who was responsible for the death of her daughter. 

He was taken aback. Her face was a dreamy mask. How could she seem so resigned when his own pain was eating him up? She raised her head and turned it from side to side scanning with her eyes half closed as if to orient herself. Her voice began inhaling and exhaling a soft incomprehensible warble.

She and Verhdum assembled by the head of his bed. Verhdum brought the flute to his lips and started playing a bright melody. Chermak’s half-opened eyes stared past Vlas’s body. It all reminded him uncomfortably of their first encounter in the same room when, though half blind, she seemed to be contemplating something behind his body. Was she going to produce another fantastical performance? He needed to take the initiative.

“Vlas grateful Soborni save Vlas” His mouth made an involuntary tic. 

Chermak made no reply. Her head was oriented toward Vlas but her eyes started to scan from side to side past his head. He became more uncomfortable.
“Vlas not know how say great loss both Ma-Chermak same Vlas” His face had another tic.

Her eyes settled on a focus beyond Vlas’s body. Her voice seemed to be coming from a great distance.

“*** Chermak knows Vulahsu feeling  *** Feels same” 

A twitch of anger tightened his throat. So, she was feeling his pain as well, but not showing it? A very commendable trait. As a soldier he had to admire it. But who knew what was really going on behind those glazed eyes? 

His hunger and discomfort had reached a peak. Where was Ortsana? 

There was a swishing sound at the doorway. Ortsana appeared with a tray of food and placed it on a low table beside the cot.

“*** Ortsana happy  *** Vulahsu wants eat get strong  *** Praise Daizheb!”

She stood back to join Chermak and Verhdum. 

His mouth watered at the sight of rudza crisps, grilled havarna roots, assorted greens and the tall gourd of kalapa juice – unfermented. His hands reached out to the tray but they stopped in mid-air. Something was amiss. The melody on Verhdum’s flute grated on his ears.

“Vlas need quiet  Hope Verhdum understand”

Ortsana and Verhdum exchanged glances. Chermak’s eyes stopped scanning. Without looking up, he sensed her gaze settling on his face. His jaw tightened.

Verhdum bobbed his head three times and eased the flute down to swing gently on the chain around his neck. Vlas gritted his teeth and turned his attention to the dishes on the table. He was ravenous. With both hands he snatched up items and stuffed them into his mouth. His head jerked back and forth as he chewed and gulped down everything before him.

The hairs of his unshaven face picked up wisps of Chermak’s deep sigh. 

“*** Vulahsu big hunger not make forget  *** Vulahsu now father *** Kalyna give Vulahsu give Soborni baby girl”

The last rudza crisp dropped from Vlas’s hand. His head rose and stared at the doors leading out into the open. 
“*** Kalyna last word give name Ksolani”

His chest tightened in a spasm that threatened to throw up his meal. 

How could it have slipped his mind!? It was another sign of his crass weakness. He made a fist and would have slammed it against the frame of the cot but caught himself in time.

Verhdum, Ortsana and Chermak leaned their foreheads together and exchanged a series of inhaled whispers. Verhdum turned around to face Vlas and began taking deep breaths. 

“*** When Kalyna die Soborni make Farewell Ceremony  *** Now Soborni make Baby Welcome Ceremony  *** After baby born mother gives baby to village  *** Now only Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu gives Ksolani to village tonight?”

Tears welled up in Vlas’s eyes, his body slumped back and his breathing became rapid and shallow. 

The Soborni stood in silence as the curtain rustled in the draft from gaps in the outside doors. Vlas’s breath steadied and the heaviness in his chest had faded. The relief became palpable moving through his body. He straightened up and nodded his head. His voice became lower and softer. 

“Soborni tell Vlas how Kalyna die?” 

The three Soborni replied in unison.

“*** Vulahsu!  *** Vulahsu not make Kalyna die  *** Red fever take  *** Kalyna die happy  *** Give Vulahsu  *** Give Soborni beautiful baby”

Unsteady on his feet and supported by Ortsana and Verhdum, Vlas approached the doors to the hall. He thought about his first experience there after his recovery from the crash landing. He had been as green as the rawest cadet and now he was just as apprehensive.

Verhdum opened the doors to the hall. All the tiers were occupied by Soborni quietly chanting with flowers in one hand and a small candle in the other. A draft of fragrant air drifted toward him complementing the dim lighting and their chant. Rain was drumming softly on the dome above them.

“*** Kalyna birth Ksolani!  *** Ksolani brings new life!  *** Ksolani brings joy!”

A tremor ran down his body. 

Verhdum and Ortsana gently nudged Vlas downwards to the centre occupied by a trestle and a large wreath of flowers encircling a statuette. Verhdum turned to the assembled villagers and played happy notes.

Vlas approached the wreath of flowers supported by the extended arms of a dancing woman statuette. His knees weakened. It was Kalyna’s effigy. Ortsana redoubled her support but Vlas straightened his body beside the wreath and bowed his head. 

Images of her dancing at sunset on his patio overlooking the harbour flooded his mind. His knees steadied but he was grateful for Ortsana’s arm around his elbow. She motioned to Elders Snizdak and Komor to bring Vlas a bench but he continued to stand by Kalyna’s effigy. 

Verhdum began a quicker tune that brought Vlas reluctantly out of his reverie. The doors he had entered through had opened and admitted Cheela, Kari, Laidak and Kolyak bearing a reed cradle that had been fashioned into a litter with two poles. An unfamiliar adult woman with a young child in tow walked behind followed by Chermak working her staff and accompanied by two adolescents, Erzumi and a limping female, who looked familiar but whose name escaped him.

The new arrivals stepped slowly down the tiers in time with Verhdum’s flute. Chermak and the two young people at her elbow edged their way down behind the woman leading the child and the four litter-bearers. He thought he saw the trace of a frown on Chermak’s face as she turned her head in his direction. 

The litter’s progress suddenly wavered. Two children lost their footing and almost toppled it. A wail came out of the cradle. 

Erzumi’s voice piped up from behind. 

“*** Kari! Laidak! Keep eyes on floor! *** Not look all time at Ksolani!”

“*** Yaaah! Not Kari fault!  *** Cheela watches same time” 

The woman with a child beside her stooped down and extended her arms into the cradle. Puckering her lips, she made shushing noises and lifted a bundle wrapped in a shawl out of which two tiny arms were flailing. She drew aside the top of her shift and pressed a tiny face to her breast.

A stab of wonder coursed through Vlas's body as he had his first look at his daughter. 

Cheela pulled on his arm. 

“*** Vulahsu! *** Kalyna make magic  *** Make beautiful baby  *** Not have bad look  *** Not have bad blood inside  *** All perfect same Vulahsu!  *** Now Suspila gives care”

Suspila glanced over at Vlas and bobbed her head but he only had eyes for Ksolani who was suckling and waving one arm. She burped and turned her head toward Vlas with a pained expression. Her eyes strayed onto Vlas’s face. His chest filled with a sharp intake of air. She had her mother’s high cheek-bones, deeply set eyes and prominent forehead. One eye had an unmistakable hint of wandering but her dark pupils were lively and fully registering his presence. 

He had to sit down on the bench.

Ksolani’s expression relaxed and her head turned back to Suspila’s breast. The children placed Ksolani’s cradle onto the trestle in front of the wreath and sat on the floor around it. Chermak took up a position near Vlas with her attendants at her side. She raised her staff and thumped three times. Her voice was in her official tones.

“*** Soborni! Soborni! Soborni  *** Hear Chermak  *** Soborni follow custom  *** New baby mother gives baby to village  *** Mother Kalyna now in Daizheb Palace  *** Soborni make Speelmysl  *** Call Kalyna  *** Kalyna gives Ksolani to Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu gives Ksolani to village  *** Soborni agree make Speelmysl?”

“*** Soborni agree Ma-Chermak!  *** Call Kalyna”

Vlas looked up in astonishment.

Chermak thumped five times. Verhdum stepped toward the wreath and struck a gong behind it. The Soborni on the tiers held up their flowers and candles, began moving from side to side and taking deep breaths synchronized with their movements. Ksolani had fallen asleep on Suspila's breast. 

Facing the assembled villagers with her staff in one hand, Chermak closed her eyes and opened her arms wide.

“*** Great Daizheb Spirit!  *** Bring Kalyna close to see baby Ksolani  *** Speak to Soborni  *** Speak to Ma-Chermak  *** Speak to SaverCome Vulahsu!  *** Daizheb Spirit! Bring Kalyna!”” 

The sounds of breathing grew louder and a few moans came from the higher tiers as well as from his own group below. Vlas's chest heaved, he closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. 

“*** Soborni not afraid go deeper  *** Let Daizheb Spirit come  *** Find new Kalyna voice speak to Soborni”

Moans, groans and sounds of more forceful breathing came from all sides. Vlas felt a twinge of panic in his belly. 

“*** Soborni go deeper!  *** Not afraid let go  *** Kalyna chooses new voice”

A loud moan came from someone very close. He opened his eyes. The young female attending Chermak had started to writhe and twist her body around, shaking her head vigorously.

“*** Halaya not want!  *** Halaya not worthy Daizheb Spirit!”

Chermak turned to her.

“*** Speak Halaya!  *** Bring Kalyna home!”

The young woman was on the verge of collapsing but Verhdum guided her to the bench to sit beside Vlas. Vlas jumped in surprise. 

She sat heavily and her upper body sagged forward. Verhdum brought his flute to his lips. Facing her, he started playing a melody that was a favourite of Kalyna's. Soborni opened their eyes and began to hum Kalyna's name.

Halaya’s body straightened up . Vlas was dumbfounded. Her face had taken on enough of Kalyna's features to be a real likeness.

The young woman smiled and opened her mouth. The skin on the top of his head prickled.

It was Kalyna's voice but with new tonalities and inflections. 

“Kalyna happy visit old home Visit Ma-Chermak  See dear Vulahsu  See precious baby Ksolani so beautiful so clean  Makes Kalyna proud”

'Kalyna' turned to Vlas and her eyes strayed lightly over his face. His heart pounded.

“Kalyna glad Vulahsu lives  Vulahsu always lives in Kalyna’s heart and soul  Not Vulahsu’s fault Kalyna leave Soborni”
The air in the hall had suddenly become stuffy. His head jerked from side to side and his voice broke. 

“Kalyna − !”

‘’’Kalyna’ looked up at Suspila.

“Suspila! Give Ksolani to Kalyna to hold”

Suspila passed Ksolani over to ‘Kalyna’ who cradled her in her arms and rocked gently back and forth. Her eyes moistened.

“Sweet baby Kalyna own flesh  Why Daizheb take Kalyna away?  Kalyna not understand  Can never understand  Only tries accept  Ksolani! Grow wise together Ma-Chermak  Together Soborni family  Together Vulahsu father”

Vlas was breathing heavily. The scene in front and beside him was wavering and losing definition. 

“Kalyna speaks to Halaya now  Halaya!  Soon Kalyna prays to Daizheb  Give Halaya as Vulahsu mate  Vulahsu good man only stubborn  Every time wants his way  Halaya! Keep your power inside  Not give away  Now Kalyna kiss Ksolani  Kalyna! Give Ksolani to Vulahsu  Vulahsu! Give baby to village”

‘Kalyna’ bent over and planted wet kisses on Ksolani's already moist forehead, cheeks and mouth. As she passed the baby over to Vlas sitting beside her, Ksolani awoke with a cramped look in her eyes and upon reaching Vlas's arms, looked up at him with a serious expression, pouted and punched his face with her fist. 
“*** Ah!” the cry went up from the Soborni. “*** Ksolani gives blessing!” 

Vlas felt a stab of joy and Ksolani's face became even more moist.

“Kalyna speaks to Vulahsu  Vulahsu Dear One!  Kalyna never leaves Vulahsu  Stays close  Vulahsu teach Kalyna so much!  Now Kalyna turn  Daizheb-Born-Time comes soon  Wait Magic Stone choice  Daizheb not finish with Vulahsu  Wait for more surprise  Now Kalyna returns to Daizheb Palace”

‘Kalyna's’ trembling body bent over, then gradually became still and straightened up. Breathing heavily, Halaya turned to Vlas and looked at him with an expression of panic on her face. At the instant their eyes met and lingered momentarily, her face turned red. She sprang up off the bench, staggered over to Chermak's side and pressed her head against Chermak’s shoulder.

Chermak stroked Halaya's arm, whispered in her ear and motioned for her to take another seat nearby. Chermak raised her staff and thumped five times. 

“*** Soborni thank Great Daizheb Spirit!  *** Again shows Daizheb Power Wisdom Mercy  *** Soborni give together thanks  *** End Speelmysl  *** Vulahsu now gives Ksolani to village”

The Soborni standing on the tiers rubbed their eyes, bobbed and whispered to their neighbours. Murmurs became loud calls.

“*** Soborni thank Great Daizheb Spirit!”  “*** Soborni welcome Ksolani Kalyna baby”

Verhdum's flute began a melody and Soborni moved down the tiers and formed a procession leading to Vlas seated beside Kalyna's wreath holding Ksolani in his arms. Her warm baby smell and the fragrance of the flowers around him was overpowering and his hands felt awkward and inadequate. 

Elders Snizdak and Komor were the first to pass by Vlas and Ksolani. They bobbed their heads to Vlas, kissed Ksolani's forehead, murmured “*** Blessings! Blessings!” and lightly rubbed her arms with their wrinkled fingers. 

Further encounters became a blur but as the Soborni women came up to him, Vlas looked at each one in disbelief. There were vestiges of Kalyna in or on all the women's faces or bodies: her forehead, cheeks, eyes, nose, upturned mouth, hair colour, texture or item of shawl or shift design or slightly unbalanced posture. All ‘Kalyna’. 
He was unaware at what point of the Baby Welcome Ceremony it happened. There was a sharp rapping at the outer doors of the hall. Ustdukh appeared supporting himself on two canes and dripping wet. 

The assembly greeted his arrival. 

“*** Soborni welcome Ustdukh!”  “*** Show Ustdukh first fruit”  “*** SaverCome Promise”  

Ustdukh hobbled down the tiers refusing all assistance. A wave of welcome cool air accompanied his approach and flickered the candles in his vicinity. 

He appeared to have aged or was wearied by his trek but his eyes retained their wild orbits. Ignoring Vlas's presence, Ustdukh arrived at the trestle and stared at Ksolani now sleeping in her cradle. Vlas flinched and crossed an arm over her body. Cane in hand, Ustdukh reached out past Vlas’s arm, unwrapped part of the shawl and his eyes swept across her body. He grunted, grinned at Vlas and folded the shawl over. He raised the cane toward Vlas. Vlas steeled himself to react but it merely tapped Vlas’s shoulder. 

Ustdukh’s body tottered and recovered with the aid of the other cane. He grinned at Chermak and Verhdum and painfully made his way up the tiers to the outside doors to the accompaniment of chants and happy faces. 

“*** Soborni thank Ustdukh!”  “*** Show Ustdukh Ksolani first clean baby!”  “*** SaverCome Promise true!”

Vlas breathed a sigh of relief and gazed at his daughter's sleeping body.
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Vlas dumped the last of the tvaryed manure onto the wagon. There was something particularly pungent about its odour today, perhaps because of last night’s rain storm now a daily occurrence. He wiped his forehead and rested his arms on the handle of the long wooden scoop. His mood had barely improved in spite of the Baby Welcome ceremony a few days ago. The shadow of a frown that passed over Chermak’s face on making first eye contact with him as she descended the tiers still disturbed him and she had fallen ill the next day with the red fever. Last night he tossed and turned in his sleep moaning “Ma-Chermak, forgive me!” and this morning the news about her had been bad.

Kalyna’s mother Is really sick and I’m sure it’s stress related to Kalyna’s death. I need to meet with her one-on-one before her condition becomes terminal. 

His chest released a long sigh. 

I know I have a lot to be thankful for, but it’s Ksolani keeps me going, something of Kalyna’s and mine to hold on to. She’s so tiny, yet so precocious. Her eyes open wide and she looks at me that funny way that’s just like Kalyna. Her little face wrinkles into a smile and she makes a cooing sound that chokes me up. She’s got a tummy problem at the moment I have to check on. Do more quiet sitting time by Kalyna’s grave.

There were other things he knew he had to be thankful for. He enjoyed his new tasks, worked the language better and seemed to be fitting in more smoothly with the Soborni, although a question about the Soborni men had been teasing his mind lately. 

It was mid-afternoon, Ksolani’s feeding time. Time for him to help Suspila out by checking the angle of the sun over the crib under the rafali tree, the trim of Ksolani's blankets and the state of her tummy. 

He leaned the scoop against a post. Passing by a young tvaryed that had been observing him all afternoon he patted its muzzle. Along the path to the central courtyard, he met the elder Zasadka bent over carrying washing from the station located downstream. She would have the latest news about Chermak. It probably wouldn’t be good.

Vlas bobbed foreheads noticing that, like all Soborni women lately, she shared one of Kalyna’s features. Her eyebrows were curved exactly like Kalyna’s. 

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu goes visit Ksolani?”

Vlas nodded his head. 

“Daizheb bless Ma-Zasadka  How Ma-Chermak health today?” 

He winced at the news.

“*** Ma-Chermak fever never so strong before” 

Zasadka scanned Vlas’s face and her eyes became animated.

“*** Vulahsu!  *** Give Ma-Chermak energy!  *** Help Ma-Chermak  *** Vulahsu gets help too”

He was taken aback but the idea of relief resonated in his body. She had certainly picked up on his need. All the same he nodded respectfully.
“Vlas thanks Ma-Zasadka  Visits Ma-Chermak after work”
Suspila was sitting on the bench around the rafali tree sorting herbs into piles with Ksolani slung from her shoulder feeding at her breast. Her own child Yayat was doodling in the sand at her feet. She looked up at him and her eyes squinted into an expression of concern that made him feel uncomfortable. 

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu  *** How − ” 

He broke in a little gruffly and instantly regretted it.

“Ksolani stomach good now?”

Suspila stared at him without answering immediately.  
“*** Ksolani sleeps better  *** Tummy had big gas  *** How Vulahsu feels?”

Vlas shrugged his shoulders and took in the tiny body of his daughter nourishing herself, her free arm waving in the air. 

“*** Vulahsu has strange face today *** Looks bad energy  *** Suspila tries understand  *** Making baby never happened before?  *** Or Vulahsu still feels . . .?” 

He could take care of himself and not give too much away about what was really on his mind.

“First time  Only time  Vlas worries too much”

Her eyes tightened then relaxed. 

“*** Suspila knows *** First baby died  *** Suspila lucky second baby lives”

She glanced down to where Yayat was playing in the sand with a strangely shaped root and stroked his head.

Infant mortality rate was over fifty percent. More reason to be super careful with Ksolani. 

As he was tucking in a fold over Ksolani’s bare foot, he heard the squeals of a group of children fast approaching. Kolyak’s voice was strongest.

“*** Vulahsu!  *** Vulahsu!  *** Cheela has big surprise  *** Big present for Ksolani” 

Vlas frowned. Their loud voices made his ears ring and could upset Ksolani’s delicate stomach. 

“Children!  Ksolani needs quiet!” 

Ksolani was immediately surrounded by Cheela, Kolyak and Kari.

Cheela showed Vlas a spiral shell with a pearlescent interior, bent over Ksolani and waved it over her face. 

“*** Ksolani!  *** Cheela found magic charm  ***Keeps Ksolani safe from monster”  

Ksolani turned away from Suspila’s breast with a strained look. Her eyes quivered as the shell swung in front of her. Her mouth opened and what began as a cough became a gurgle with a creamy return. Her free hand jerked upwards and tiny fingers closed around the shell. 

Cheela, Kolyak and Kari stood around Ksolani stroking her head and arms. As Ksolani returned to Suspila’s breast, she dropped the shell but Cheela snatched it in mid-air. 

“*** Ksolani plays again later” 

She ferreted around in the crib uncovering the other gifts of braided flowers, crab shells and polished pebbles that had found their way under the covers and added her own.

“*** Cheela finds more soon”

Kolyak looked up at Vlas and Suspila and pouted.

“*** Now Kolyak wants find new thing  *** Give Ksolani later”

The children in turn bobbed with Suspila, brought Vlas`s hand to their forehead and skipped away. Vlas put Ksolani’s coverings back in order.

“Daizheb Bless Suspila  Vlas goes back to work”

He bent down to kiss Ksolani and bob foreheads with Suspila, producing a tingle he hadn’t experienced before. Suspila continued to look at him as he walked away and shook her head.

Finishing up with last minute tasks with the tvaryeds, he was late for evening meal. He rushed through filling his bowls from the trestles in the courtyard so as to join Suspila and Ksolani in the pavilion. Verhdum approached him at the steps to the pavilion. After a moment’s hesitation Vlas bobbed and waited for Verhdum to speak. 

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu!  *** What work Vulahsu chooses next day?” 
“Vlas thanks Da-Verhdum  Vlas needs special heal time”

“*** Vulahsu take heal time get energy  *** Today men make small meeting  *** Vulahsu come torch time”

This was a surprise but it was perfect timing for his own issue.

Suspila sat on their usual bench spooning porridge into Yayat’s mouth, starting to wean him. Ksolani was asleep in her cradle. Vlas stared at her without trying to bob foreheads with Suspila who was in an awkward posture. He sat down with his tray and started eating, all the while looking at Ksolani asleep.

Chomu, a woman elder, stopped by their bench. Another happy visitor for Ksolani. She retrieved the baby gingerly and pressed foreheads. This woman had Kalyna’s notched earlobes. Ksolani’s sleeping arm stretched out toward her.

Suspila looked over at Vlas.

“*** Ma-Chomu checks body energy  *** Ma-Chomu afraid Soborni lose Ksolani  *** Gives Ksolani energy”
Chomu put the sleeping baby down and turned to Vlas and Suspila with a big smile. 

“*** Daizheb blessed Soborni  *** Gave clean baby  *** Soon blesses again at Daizheb-Born?”

She seemed to be making them a couple. Vlas’s head jerked.

What’s this? A possible pairing off with Suspila? At the Baby Welcome ceremony Kalyna’s voice said that it was Halaya that might be a mate at Daizheb-Born. 

He took a close look at Suspila. She was older than Kalyna and her arms and legs were disproportionately long for her torso. He noticed for the first time her hair done up almost exactly like Kalyna’s.

Vlas looked around the pavilion nonplussed and noticed Halaya working in a corner picking up empty bowls from the low table in front of her. She was moving with a limp like Kalyna but on the left leg. As she caught his glance, she blushed, turned quickly to one side and continued her tasks. Another mystery.

He remembered his promise to visit Chermak. 

Taking a last look at Ksolani, Vlas bent down and kissed her forehead. A warm glow settled in his chest. 

“Vlas visits Ma-Chermak now  Before bed-time Vlas comes say ‘Have good sleep!’”

Suspila gave him an earnest look.

“*** Vulahsu!  *** Go give Ma-Chermak energy!  *** Same Ma-Chomu gave Ksolani  *** Vulahsu gets energy same time”

Vlas took a deep breath. Energy talk seemed to be a continuing thread today but he needed more than that.

“Vlas not sure can help Ma-Chermak”

“*** Suspila sure  *** Daizheb bless Vulahsu!”

Kalyna’s mother was being attended in her room by Zasadka. As he walked along the path from the pavilion, he steeled himself for the encounter. He might not like the coming interaction with her but he had to face up to it. It would be like a court-martial and perhaps not just because of Kalyna. Already the cramp in his chest felt like he was living out the verdict. 

Vlas bobbed with Zasadka at the doorway. The touch of her skin on his forehead, surprisingly, was as much of a greeting as her words. 

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu! *** Welcome”

“Daizheb bless Zasadka  How Ma-Chermak feels now?”

Zasadka sighed and turned her head to the interior.

“*** Ma-Chermak fever stronger  *** Not able sleep get rest  *** Vulahsu come!  *** Not worry  *** Not catch” 

Chermak was moaning on her mat with half-closed eyes. Her discoloured body and head looked so bloated he hardly recognized her. He bent over her body and put on his best face.

“Daizheb bless Ma-Chermak . . . Vlas hopes Ma-Chermak . . .  strong . . . soon”

Only a few rasping sounds came out of her inflamed mouth. It was now or never and he took a deep breath.

“Forgive me . . . Ma-Chermak . . . for taking Kalyna away!” 

Chermak’s eyes opened wide. Her hand reached up to him beckoning. He dropped to his knees and her hand brought his head over to touch her forehead. The heat and rancid odour of her perspiring body swept up his nose into his skull and down his back. His eyelids blinked rapidly and he almost pulled away but he felt he was being welded into her.

Chermak opened her puffy eyes wider. Her lips parted and her other hand rose and stroked his face. Her voice became surprisingly vigorous. 

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu!  *** Daizheb knows Vulahsu true heart  *** Daizheb forgives  *** Chermak forgives  *** Thanks Vulahsu” 

Her hands fell back, her eyes closed and her head slumped to one side. Her swollen lips trembled but had the tracings of a smile.

Had she fallen asleep or died? 

Zasadka’s voice was loud and clear.

“*** Vulahsu! Vulahsu! *** Ma-Chermak received big blessing!  *** Sleeps good now  *** Sure big healing”

In a daze, Vlas stayed kneeling at Chermak’s side. The cramp in his chest seemed to have been short-circuited. Zasadka looked on with tears in her eyes. 

Vlas staggered to his feet, turned to leave and was too overcome with emotion to bob with Zasadka. He stood impassively as she reached out and pressed his arm. 

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu!  *** Zasadka knows Vulahsu gave much  *** Both Ma-Chermak Vulahsu received much  *** Take rest now!”

Vlas stood outside the longhouse in the gathering dusk and took long breaths. He would do a sitting time right there. He turned the corner of the building and sat on the ground with his back to the wall to savour the pounding of his heart and a sense of lightness in his body.

Dusk advanced. Vlas walked back to the pavilion as clean-up was finishing and the torches inside were being lit. The beach was deserted and the only sitting occupants in one corner of the pavilion were Verhdum and his adult son Paliy. 

At the edge of his mind was an issue he had been brooding about lately. He had been successful alone when other men did not always know if they had been able to procreate. Kalyna had explained that the Magic Stone often assigned women more than one partner at Daizheb-Born, no doubt to increase their chances of conceiving. She herself wasn’t sure who her father was. Vlas had proved himself already. The past few days, he had been discretely scanning the other men for signs of unease, envy or jealousy.

Vlas was surprised to smell the distinctive odour of kalapa brew being served in tiny cups from a large gourd. He had never known it prepared or consumed by anyone but himself. The Soborni men rose and the three ritually bobbed their foreheads. Vlas was surprised by a pattern of pulsed energy going up and down his spine. 

Verhdum looked at Vlas in admiration.

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu! *** Vulahsu healed Ma-Chermak  *** Vulahsu also looks better  *** Vulahsu learned much after losing Kalyna  *** Did not break his head”

“Head is alright  Heart almost died” 

“*** Healer women say Ksolani best clean baby  *** Soborni grateful Daizheb gave Soborni SaverCome  *** Vulahsu gives Soborni hope  *** Soborni men give thanks  *** Make celebration to share new kalapa” 

“Vlas knows kalapa sometimes friend sometimes enemy  Only real friend other human”

The two Soborni nodded their heads. The three men sat down and were silent. The sounds of rattling trays and bowls faded away. 

Verhdum raised his cup, touched it to his forehead, leaned over and touched it to Vlas's and then to his son's. Paliy reciprocated, then Vlas. Another surprise came when Vlas sipped his cup. It was very good! So, the villagers still had their secrets. Were they making it somewhere in the milk house and had they been saving it for him?

“Soborni kalapa wine excellent  Better than mine”

Verhdum smiled.

“*** Soborni make good kalapa wine  *** Vulahsu makes good baby”

Vlas nodded. They performed the cup ritual again, cup to forehead. He felt its warmth rising as a complement to his new mood and fitted nicely into the mutual silence.

They were joined by ten other men, including Holyto and Snizdak, who he worked with at the corral. Everybody moved around to do the greeting. Again, with the touch of each forehead Vlas received a distinctive download of energy that tingled his spine and made his eyes blink. 

The men’s pensive expressions were focussed on the floor in front of them. The circle was now alone in the quiet pavilion. Vlas’s hand rose to his chin and started to pull at the stubble of his beard. He let the silence cover the question on his mind. 
A new thought loomed. Maybe this was just the kalapa working, he was all too familiar with its play. He decided to wait it out in the comfortable cocoon of silence. The gourd was passed around. Small cups were filled and sipped. 

More silence. The glow within his body finally felt mature. How was he to phrase his question? It didn’t matter, just open your mouth.

“Vlas not sure SaverCome alone can help Soborni  All men work together Daizheb-Born”

Verhdum and the other men nodded. A few voices spoke up.

“*** Vulahsu not worry”  “*** Daizheb helps all”  “*** Magic Stone same Daizheb”  “*** All Soborni follow Daizheb Magic Stone way”

In the dim light of the torches the silence in the circle became even more of a comforting, palpable presence. 

Verhdum raised his head. The Soborni men stood up slowly, followed by Vlas. They bowed to each other and filed out of the pavilion.

Moved by his experience of a new and different kind of comradeship, conscious of the warm kalapa in his belly and the coolness in his head in spite of it, he went for his routine ‘Good sleep!’ visit with Ksolani and Suspila. 

At the portal to Suspila's lodgings, he knocked on the door frame and put his face through the reed curtain. Suspila was changing Ksolani who was asleep while her bottom was being wiped clean and washed. 

“Daizheb bless Suspila  Vlas wishes give ‘Good sleep!’”

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu!  *** Vulahsu welcome *** Ksolani ready soon”

Pungent smells permeated the air. Far from being repugnant, they had a captivating sweetness. He had to hold on to the door frame to steady himself. He had to touch Ksolani, hold her. Ksolani opened her eyes, gurgled in his direction and her legs began pumping under Suspila's hands. 
He took a deep breath and stepped ahead slowly and deliberately to face Suspila. They performed the ritual forehead greeting and the same pulses of energy and intimacy he had experienced with Chermak and the Soborni men moved through his body, accompanied by swirling noises in his ears. 

Suspila stared at him.

“***Ma-Chermak received Vulahsu energy!  *** Ma-Chermak healing fast”  

She smiled.

“*** Same Vulahsu” 

He opened his eyes and the world slowly reassembled itself. He nodded his head. 

“Vlas received healing  Vlas grateful”

He turned to Ksolani on her table. 

“Vlas wants hold Ksolani” 

He kneeled down beside her.

Her dark pupils were dilated and riveted onto Vlas's face. She was now cleaned up but her previous odours lingered and were now combined with her innate musty warmth. Her pedalling paused and Suspila reached out to pick Ksolani up but Vlas's hands were there before her.

The weight of her tiny body in his arms was out of all proportion to her size. She was a giant child whose body exuded giant baby smells. 

Her round eyes approached his. Something reflecting from her shiny pupils made him shiver. A tiny image of the old Vlas – the ambitious but stunted soldier − ballooned out and enveloped his head. Vlas closed his eyes and Ksolani’s combined fragrances enveloped him. He took a deep breath, raised Ksolani's forehead and kissed it. Tingles coursed up and down his back and he fought not to lose all sense of time and place and to stay in control, but failed. 

Vlas opened his eyes. Ksolani was asleep in her crib beside him and Suspila and Yayat on their mat. They and everything else in the room were suffused with a new texture. Table, lamp, stool, bench, wall hangings along with the sleeping bodies of Ksolani, Suspila and Yayat stood out in greater relief. 

He rose, put out the oil lamp burning in a corner and left Suspila's room. The courtyard was empty, the night warm, the stars and Yellow Moon ablaze. He made his way along the river to his hut murmuring thanks for what had been a special day and threw himself down on his mat.
Multifaceted geometrical beings emerged from a portal of light, bounced up to him and whispered crystalline greetings. Sequences of fractured colours rearranged themselves into phantasmagorical landscapes. Bare-breasted cave carvings performed intricate dances as they passed by him on a wheel-less carriage pulled by luminous tvaryeds.

After the nightly showers, first light of dawn filtered into his eyes.

“Good morning, Vulahsu!”

He bolted upright and rubbed his eyes. It was Kalyna’s voice loud, clear and enhanced. He blurted out, “Kalyna! Where are you?”

There was no answer – only the sound of cascading waters from outside the hut. 

He sat in the gathering light, his heart pounding. The voice hadn’t been a dream. He'd been half-awake already and aware of his surroundings. But there was no one else around. He staggered to his feet and checked the sand outside the doorway for prints other than his own. 

He slumped down in front of his hut breathing heavily. It was unmistakably Kalyna’s voice, with the same resonances and ‘clean’ inflections that Halaya’s mouth had produced in the Baby Welcome Ceremony. 

A message from beyond? What was she trying to tell him? 

She had promised at the Baby Welcome Ceremony not to forget him and had followed through. How special to feel loved ‘from beyond’! Tears came into his eyes. 

“Thank you, Kalyna! Thank you!”

Vlas sat within the glow and listened to the waters gushing over the rocks above. 

As he passed by the pavilion, he saw everyone was already doing morning sitting time. He would do his at Kalyna’s burial place up past the pastures. He put together a gourd of food from the trestles to take with him. 

Walking up the Old Road he pondered his new experiences. Yesterday, he had perceived a unique physical and non-physical imprint from so many Soborni. It wasn’t just his imagination but a new feeling, as primal as the sense of smell and even in a strange way orgasmic without being erotic. 

As he neared the burial grounds, images came to him of the days spent on the trek back to the village after his shipwreck. Exhausted as he was, he still had the fullness of anticipating his return to Kalyna – only to lose both when he arrived. Today Kalyna had returned that fullness to him. 

The grove of concentric circles of kaula, loolyon and rafali trees was part of an old plantation. The original trees that were still bearing were the sites for adult burials. Seedlings were constantly added on clearer ground for infants, children and still-born. 

Today the area was deserted. The coloured ribbons that festooned each burial tree streamed in the strong ocean breeze and stroked his face and arms as he walked through the grove. 

He identified Kalyna’s kaula tree by its large bell-shaped canopy. A red and yellow striped shawl that she had worn swayed from a branch directly above the grave site. New grass was sprouting on the freshly turned earth. 

He stood looking at the mound. The body of the woman he loved lay beneath it. It would now be nourishing the life around it as in earlier days it had nourished him. 

He sat down next to the mound with his back against the tree trunk. He hugged his knees, listened to the whipping back and forth of the ribbons and felt their occasional caress. 

Kalyna, your body lies here in the ground just below me, but I know that was you greeting me this morning in my hut. Where are you, really? The first times I came here all I could focus on was your absence, your leaving this life, leaving me. This morning I was given the gift of three words that brought you back. They will stay with me for the rest of my life. Thank you. I feel so close to you. Your body won't move from here but I'll carry you with me. I know you want me to go through with my mission here. I'll do my best. I hope to hear from you again, but if I don't, that's alright. You have already given me so much. I'm so grateful to you. And now my own few words: 

“I will love you forever’”

SunStar was well into its descent and the afternoon light was fading. His eyes relaxed, his head slumped down and rested on his drawn-up knees. The sounds of flapping ribbons, moving branches and chattering birdlife dropped away. 

A nudge, a tug on his left hand. 

“Kalyna! It's you again!”

His eyes shot open and the back of his head knocked against the tree trunk. Sitting on his haunches on Kalyna’s grave was Squeaky picking at the food in Vlas’s gourd.

“Squeaky! Was that you?”

Squeaky's ears perked up and his head turned to face him. 

But Squeaky was sitting too far away to have reached him with his paw! And he couldn't have moved that fast and settled himself back on the grave again!
If not a dream or Squeaky's paw, what then? His strung-out emotions? His overworked imagination? Or. . . Another gift from Kalyna? Were dream time and world time phasing into each other? 

He bent his head to the ground and kissed it. It was indeed another gift – just another miracle. He looked up.

“Forgive me for what I did, Squeaky. I was in a really bad time. I'm so happy to see you. I've missed you.”

Squeaky started picking at the fur on his neck with one paw all the while darting glances at Vlas's face. 

It was time to go.

Vlas got up, touched Kalyna’s shawl and stroked the fibers. He pressed his forehead against the material and held it there to savour the contact. Their texture pressed into his skin and the odour of Kalyna’s hair mingled with musky ones from the wet branches of the tree around him. 

A pulse of energy mounted from the soles of his feet, rose up through his legs, chest and throat and came to a focus at the patch of his skin contacting the shawl. 

Dizziness sang in his head and he pressed his back against the tree trunk to steady himself. The dizziness faded away gradually and when he became aware again of his surroundings, he wasn’t sure if he was in dream time or world time, but it didn’t matter. 
Squeaky resumed his customary loping trot as they went along the path through the burial ground. He stopped from time to time to inspect a particularly interesting tree stump and turn over promising rocks. Vlas was pensive. It had been a day charged with miracles, a day blessed by the re-emergence of Kalyna into his life, Ma-Chermak’s healing, solidarity with Soborni men, then Squeaky’s return. So much to be grateful for. 

SunStar’s light continued to mellow as late afternoon progressed. They had reached the last crest of the Old Road before the village when a blast of sound erupted from the central plateau. A horn blared out a low drawn out note that climbed the scale until it jumped an octave and resumed with five high-pitched trills.

Vlas stopped in his tracks as did Squeaky ahead of him. Squeaky’s ears swivelled independently as they locked in and pinpointed the origin of the sound. He raced back to Vlas's side and began pacing back and forth on all fours in front of him, switching his tail violently from side to side.

Vlas suspected it was not only the nature of the sound but its origin that was bothering him. 

“It’s all right, Squeaky. It’s just Ustdukh. Relax.”

In the village Verhdum approached him with a smile. At some distance Vlas spoke first.

“Daizheb bless Da-Verhdum  What is message?”

“*** Daizheb bless Vulahsu  *** Ustdukh message Daizheb-Born in five days”
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They had been hearing the two horns all morning as the procession climbed up the trail to the Dragon Temple. His gut was in a knot about what lay ahead and only aggravated by the raw sounds echoing from the cliff face and answered from within the procession.

BRAH – BRAH – BRAH . . . 

VRAA – VRAA – VRAA . . . 

He queried Chermak at evening meal in the pavilion the night before. What was the ‘Magic Stone’ that played such a critical role in the ceremony? How exactly were partners selected? He had tried to get information from the vidbook but it denied him access to anything dealing with the location. 
With typical serving gestures Chermak touched a fresh rudza crisp and a cup of fermented milk to her forehead and passed them to Vlas. Still convalescing, she took long breaths answering.

“*** Daizheb-Born celebrates Daizheb new birth  *** First shows Soborni Lahska LifeStory  *** Daizheb promises Healer Come  *** When Daizheb-Born finished Magic Stone chooses best partner  *** Vulahsu not worry  *** In Daizheb Palace Kalyna promised help Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu go natural” 
She had given him little new information. At the BabyWelcome ceremony Kalyna’s voice said she was going to try to place Halaya as his mate. So, that union seemed to be ‘officially’ sanctioned by her, if it actually transpired. So be it. Would there be other ‘candidates’? Should he try to resist the inevitable chemical pressures? Could he? If there had to be mating with ‘others’, was random coupling through the ‘Magic Stone’ and succumbing to those pressures in some way signifying staying true to Kalyna? So many imponderables beyond his control. It made his gut twitch. 

In a dream before dawn the next day, Kalyna was sitting on a branch of her burial-tree looking down at him as he slept. It was so real. She reached her arms out: “Vulahsu, come!” His body shook with the effort to rise up and join her but a horn blared from the cliff face and he woke up in a sweat on his mat. 

What did the dream mean? Was it again Kalyna from beyond, or a phantom of his own creation? Could he count on her ‘help’?

Squeaky refused to accompany him. At the second sounding of the horn from above, Vlas heard a loud screech. He stumbled outside and saw Squeaky swinging wildly in his hammock in a nearby tree. When it was answered by a louder horn from the pavilion, Squeaky’s ears flattened, he disentangled himself from the netting and with tail high in the air raced into the woods and disappeared. Vlas could hardly fault him and sighed.

“You have your duties, Squeaky. I have mine.”

He walked over to Suspila’s lodge bringing rudza crisps and broth. She was bathing Ksolani and turned to show him a length of embroidered cloth. A shy look crossed her face.

“*** Vulahsu take now  *** Daizheb-Born robe goes around body loose  *** Easy take off”  

She quickly turned her head back to Ksolani. It took him by surprise. Was she signaling mating with him later? He bit his lip. Another imponderable. Her blushing was rather attractive. But it all carried an edge of self-indulgence that made him feel uneasy. 

BRAH – BRAH – BRAH . . . 

VRAA – VRAA – VRAA . . . 

Vlas carried Ksolani sleeping in a sling on his chest, his new robe and water in another on his back and a staff Verhdum had given him earlier. Suspila held Yayat in her arms and they slowly followed the straggling line of villagers along the Old Road to the Dragon Temple trail.
Suspila touched Vlas on the shoulder. With a serious face, she stretched out one hand and pointed upwards.
“*** Suspila walks slow wet ground  *** Vulahsu should go own speed  *** Start follow natural way” 

They walked quietly together. Was this protocol about the procession and the selection process later?

“Vlas Suspila not stay together all time?”

She bent her head with the usual negative gesture. Was she ‘releasing’ him from any ‘obligation’ to her?

“*** Vulahsu walks natural not hold back  *** In Dragon Temple watch Lahska LifeStory  *** Meet Magic Stone  *** Go natural” 

No ‘meeting’ ‘Magic Stone’ for him! No random coupling either, if he had anything to say about it. On arrival at the Temple he would approach the Daizheb-Born ceremonies very carefully.

Was he over-reacting? Maybe he had no choice but to let it all work through. 

BRAH – BRAH – BRAH . . . 

VRAA – VRAA – VRAA . . . 

Chanting from the villagers on the road drifted over to him. There was a sombre intonation in their voices.
*** After - Lahska - LifeStory
*** Join – Magic Stone
*** After - Daizheb-Born 
*** Magic Stone - Gives - Power
*** Choose - Mate”

Suspila joined in under her breath. Vlas plodded along staring at his feet. At the intersection with the trail upward, his legs started to feel an itch to pick up the pace. 

His feet broke stride with Suspila. He was soon alone prodding the ground with his staff in time with his longer steps. His feet and staff raised pulses of sand smoke, so he took care to step on grass not to distress Ksolani’s breathing. 

BRAH – BRAH – BRAH . . .

VRAA – VRAA – VRAA . . .

From above he heard voices modulated by distance.

“- darkness - dies
- light - wakens
- Daizheb - rises” 

“- promises - Healer - Come”

“- BloodMoon - seeds 
- now - ready 
- today - sow 
- tomorrow - grow”

‘Today sow. Tomorrow grow’. He liked that.

His pace was now quicker than the others in the line that snaked under the trees by the ravine. Figures slipped by ghostlike that he barely acknowledged with a nod. 

He was moving too fast. His rapid pace up the slope brought tired legs and panting breath. And it wasn't right. It was showing disrespect. What would Kalyna want him to do? 

Help me, Kalyna. Help me.

A sudden glimpse of her face flashed before his eyes and a tremor passed through his body. 

His stride changed. He kept his eyes on the ground, became aware of every forward step, every taking in and letting out of air and every thrust of his staff. That felt better. 

The pitch and volume of the horns lingered in echoes off the cliff face but became muffled by the twists and turns of the trail above him.

Braa – raa – Raa . . . 

rah – lah – laa . . .

From below came fainter snatches.

“- bloodmoon - seeds - ready”

“- today sow - tomorrow grow”

He let out a deep breath. The day would work itself out somehow. Stay in the moment, stay focussed on the walking, on the weight he was carrying lightly on his chest, not the heavier one within it. 

His stride grew firmer. Ksolani stirred in his arms but she was a good baby, a good sleeper. His head bent over and he whispered her name softly into the warmth of her neck nestled in the covers. Her scent was indescribable. He began chanting under his breath.

“Ksolani - Ksolani  Today - sow  Tomorrow - grow”

His pace slowed even more. His eyes and feet became fixed on just negotiating each patch of grass, root and stone in front of his feet. He allowed himself to be passed, acknowledged every villager including Suspila and Yayat with a bow and tuned out the horns. He and Ksolani were walking in a cocoon, just the two of them. They were floating now. He could do this forever. 

“Ksolani - Ksolani Today - sow Tomorrow - grow”

Today he would sow and tomorrow his seed would grow. But the wombs he seeded, may Kalyna forgive him. The creature he was holding was enough. He would pay the price, do his duty and no more.

His gut eased and his head straightened. 

The horn from the cliff face become silent, Verhdum’s horn ahead, a ripple in the breeze that soon faded.

Vlas climbed the final leg from the line-road station to the plaza of Ustdukh's Dragon Temple passing by the faded signs and broken gates. There was no one immediately ahead or behind. The silence was unreal. He looked up at the enormous squatting dragon feeling miniscule and inconsequential but he now had a talisman, a living one draped over his chest. He stared down at Ksolani. Her eyes opened a sliver, her arm reached up and tiny fingers grasped his chin. 

He glanced over at the roof of Ustdukh’s workshop. The uprights and wires of the rudimentary antenna had disappeared. In the sky, a dark crescent was edging up Daizheb’s lower limb.

Vlas’s mouth was parched and his breathing laboured. He reached for his gourd and drank deep gulps. A plan presented itself. He would meet Suspila inside to hand Ksolani over, then take his time to reconnoitre the area, confront any ‘unnatural’ pressures and, if possible, not succumb to anything trance-inducing. 

He passed under the phallus and the portal adorned with orgiastic figures. Holding his breath, he passed through the atrium and into the semi-darkness of the tunnel lit by regularly spaced torches and curving deeply into the interior of the plateau. Complex inlays set into the wall and floor reflected flashes of iridescent blue. Glittering intertwined bodies sculpted into suggestive poses danced next to him through the drifting smoke changing postures with every step he took. 

He blinked. Vlas from the cave temple on Veenaga was walking beside him. They were both aroused by the sensual play carved on the wall but agitated by what could lie ahead. The old Vlas with attitudes and reflexes on hair trigger threatened to take over and reclaim him but there was a tug on his shirt. Tiny fingers kneaded and pulled at the folds of the material. Ksolani’s eyes were on him wide open. The warmth of her body nestling against his chest radiated into it and his vision cleared.

Wisps of mist and sound, heat and light as well a new mineral smell drifted toward him as he rounded the final curve at the end of the tunnel. Veins of luminous ore carved into loops on the floor met overhead at the entrance to a large chamber. 

He took a deep breath.
4:10

He stood in awe. A vast chamber curved upward in quadrants meeting at a fissure that refracted an oval beam onto the upper wall opposite the tunnel. Below it chanting Soborni were moving about on a stone walkway encircling a steaming pool the width of the chamber. The tunnel led to a causeway that crossed to an island the size of the village pavilion, two others joined at right angles. In the centre of the island a silvery column three times his height rose through floating mists. 

Chermak was standing to one side of the entrance in an embroidered white robe. Her expression was serious, even impersonal, and her eyes seemed rather unfocussed. 

Was this leading to some new trance protocol? 

His breathing started to become short and choppy. He forced his chest to take long breaths. He had to make sure he could do a proper reconnoitre!

Chermak made a deep bow. 

“*** Vulahsu give Ksolani to Kalata  *** Change robe  *** Meet Magic Stone  *** Watch Lahska LifeStory  *** After Daizheb-Born Vulahsu wash  *** Follow Magic Stone  *** Go natural”

She kissed Ksolani on the forehead and murmured a private blessing. She inclined her forehead to Vlas for a quick bobbed farewell, pointed him to the right and started to walk slowly toward the causeway leading to the island. 
He became aware of a vein in his forehead starting to throb and pressed Ksolani’s body closer.

Walking toward the galleries, he looked across at the massive column – a translucent crystal shaft his own girth producing flashes of colour. Its peak ended in a globe five times the size of his head. A cluster of villagers was milling around its base shrouded by the mists. 

He apparently had time to assess the situation before ceremonies started. Things looked peaceful enough now but that was no guarantee. Chermak had given him a bare outline of events. Again, just ‘Go natural’. But ‘Meet Magic Stone! Follow . . .’? He’ll think twice about that! 

Soborni were entering and exiting galleries cut into the rock and connected by the walkway. They emerged wearing new embroidered robes and crossed to assemble on the island. He had never seen them so self-contained, with heads bent over engaging in minimal greeting and bobbing. Were they saving their energies? That could work for him too.

He listened intently to their chanting but kept moving.

“*** Daizheb dies  Daizheb is reborn 

*** Soborni live LahskaStory

*** Feel old pain  Feel new pain

*** Daizheb gives Soborni Magic Stone

*** Living healing light

*** Gives power cast new seed

*** Gives Soborni hope!” 

Ksolani was asleep but fidgeting. He looked around for Suspila and continued on. When he encountered villagers, who bowed to him and hovered reverentially over Ksolani, he was impatient to keep moving and returned their bow rapidly. He was puzzled to see that their new robes, though embroidered and clean, were full of irregular patches. 

Verhdum’s wavering flute and a muted horn drifted from a balcony above the tunnel, echoed off the walls and buzzed in his ears. His feet and legs felt heat rising from the water and his nose and throat started to sting from the sharp mineral mist.

He had already passed two gallery entrances. He approached the next and recognized Kalata, Suspila’s mother, stooped over on a cane. They bobbed heads gently. Kalata bent over Ksolani and kissing two fingers passed them over Ksolani’s forehead.

Ksolani was still asleep. Kalata set her cane aside and reached out with both arms to receive her. As he moved the sling off his shoulder, Ksolani opened her eyes, her face lit up and a spasm of joy twisted her body up toward him. A pang of tenderness mixed with anxiety welled up in his chest. He was giving up his talisman and now would be on his own.

He planted a kiss on Ksolani’s ear and passed her over to Kalata. Seeing Vlas move away, Ksolani reached out with both arms and her face puckered into what Vlas expected would be a frown but became a gurgle. Kalata tugged at Vlas’s old shirt and inclined her head toward the gallery next to hers.

A candle was burning on a tiny central table. Six partitions created alcoves with mats on the rock floor. Three had a pile of discarded clothing already on them. Vlas selected the alcove furthest from the doorway, laid his bag and staff on a thick woven mat and undressed. 

The robe was a long rectangular sheet and did not go on easily. It was apparently to be draped around the body but his sweaty hands felt uncoordinated and the cloth kept slipping off his shoulders. He grunted in frustration until he found the right tension and inner tucks. It didn't make things cooler but unlike so many of the adult Soborni’s new robes, his was pristine. He recalled Chermak’s had been, too. 

He walked to the doorway where Kalata was holding Ksolani. Suspila should be close by. He kissed Ksolani’s forehead, bobbed to Kalata and walked nervously toward the nearest causeway. 

Sweat dripped off his face and arms and stained his robe. He looked around. More villagers were arriving from the tunnel. Suspila with Yayat on the circular walkway had met Kalata, was nursing Ksolani and taking her to another gallery. 
The flute, horn, pungent smells from the misty pool and the torches filled his head. As he got closer to the column, the haze parted. Blue and red lights pulsed within translucent facets set in its shaft. As chanting Soborni of all ages stepped up, they pressed their forehead against the crystal. A violet ripple lit up the contact point and radiated inwards. 

Vlas's stomach twitched. 

The crystal was bio-reactive! All the Soborni were making some kind of connection . . . checking in! So, was he expected to do the same? Not a chance!

He twisted around. Chermak was leaving the island by the causeway on the opposite side of the island and entered a portal in the rock face below the oval beam. Soborni on the island grouped in an arc to face it. The children sat along its edge with their legs in the water. Vlas squatted down on the rock floor near them and put his head between his knees to calm the pounding in his temples. 

The chanting, flute and horn fell silent yielding to the lapping of ripples 

against the sides of the pool. He became aware of decreasing light and sound. 

“*** Look, Vulahsu!” 

He raised his head. Children around him pointed across the pool. Visible through the shifting mist, the oval beam on the wall had dropped lower, narrowed to half its original size and reached the portal. A stooped figure in a yellow robe stepped into the beam carrying a staff topped by a multi-rayed sun crest. A gilt mask with a stiff expression covered the face but the heavy torso and unsteady gait were all too familiar. 

While not in unison, the voices close to Vlas were clear enough.

“*** Daizheb Creator of Worlds”

“*** Sends Keeper of Worlds and Durchions”

“*** To meet new worlds”

“*** Give them new life” 

“*** Make them fruitful”

“*** But destiny is painful”

Five masked figures in red robes with extensive patching moved into the beam behind the Keeper. The Keeper looked back at them. The masked figures made steep bows. The whites of their eyes darted from side to side behind the slits of their masks. They advanced and continued their exaggerated bowing. 

A figure wearing a tiara of red and orange flowers over a child-like mask emerged from the portal and slowly rotating in a wave-like motion entered the trailing edge of the beam. Chermak followed walking behind the beam. 

A loose robe of brown, green, blue and white ribbons fluttered from the figure’s shoulders creating a slotted sphere that revealed a naked female body. The mask covered most of her face but left her mouth exposed. She raised and waved her arms high over the ribbons, her head dipped from side to side and a simple rising and falling melody came from her lips.

His heart skipped a beat. It was so like Kalyna’s voice! 

A couple’s chant near Vlas started up, joined by all the villagers assembled on the island.

“*** Daizheb created Worlds
*** Worlds without number”

“*** Here is newborn Lahska
*** Jewel of heaven
*** Rich and beautiful
*** Innocent and happy
*** Lahska floats alone
*** Revering Daizheb
*** Singing praises!
*** Giving Him Glory”

To stay within the spot of light that grew smaller as it moved down the causeway, Lahska stepped closer to the grouping ahead of her. The red-robed figure nearest Lahska turned in her direction. Its head and arms jerked back in surprise and it signaled her presence to the other four. The five surrounded Lahska, stared up and down at her with their arms flapping and pointed out her features approvingly to each other. The figure closest to the Keeper whispered in his ear. The Keeper shuffled back to pass around Lahska bending his head at odd angles as he scrutinized her. Vlas’s neighbours took up the chant.

“*** Durchion minions 
*** Lust to occupy Lahska
*** Make Lahska fruitful
*** Cast seed into her
*** Give her new life”

Suspila’s voice behind Vlas spoke out. 

“*** Give also pain
*** Forgive us, Lahska!” 

He turned toward Suspila who was now by herself. They made momentary eye contact and she acknowledged him with a bob of the head but didn’t break her focus in the chant. 
“*** Oh Lahska! Lahska!”

“*** Where is Lahska bound?”

“*** Where is your glory now?”

The Keeper thrust his staff with the golden orb in front of Lahska. She continued rotating, bowed several times but glanced anxiously at the attending Durchions.

“*** Keeper! Keeper!
*** Who are these Beings?
*** They seem holy
*** But they look not clean  
*** Are they from Daizheb too?
*** Can they not leave me in peace?
*** Happy giving glory to Daizheb
*** With my beauty?”

“*** Aii!
*** Daizheb is diminishing.
*** Is my glory not enough?
*** How comes this darkness?
*** I am afraid . . .” 

Who was this Lahska? 

The timbre of her voice was familiar but he couldn’t identify it. 

The spot of light faded away at the base of the crystal as the group reached the island, leaving the hall lit by torches alone. Keeper shakily raised his staff toward her. His muffled voice boomed from under his mask.

“*** Darkness brings challenge
*** Life brings challenge
*** Daizheb dies 
*** But Daizheb is always reborn
*** Be assured all will be well
*** Daizheb abandons not
*** Trust in His help
*** Daizheb returns
*** Keeper returns
*** Daizheb sends SaverCome
*** Lahska’s glory restored 
*** Keeper’s work continues
*** Other Worlds call”

He turned away and moved around the crystal toward the tunnel. 

Keeper’s last words and the warnings from the Soborni stirred Vlas. He was moved by Lahska’s trance-like performance that brought to mind Kalyna’s dances that she had imbued with such passion and grace. 

This Daizheb-Born Ceremony seemed to be more than an artistic performance for the villagers. They were reliving their tragic history. It was now about to impact Lahska personally. He had no doubts about the SaverCome part of the promised favourable outcome, but how much suffering would she have to endure first? Was he supposed to interact?

The five Durchions circled closer, made a ring around Lahska and flattened the ribbons around her body. A spasm creased Vlas’s gut. Just how realistic was this going to be!?

Their bodies pressed against her and forced her to stop rotating. Her raised arms trembled and her body dropped lower. Her head became barely visible amid the sweat-stained robes of the Durchions arching over her. As her body sagged, her eyes met his in a spark of anguish that sent a chill up his spine. 

From the island came mournful words.

“*** Daizheb dying
*** Lahska submits with heavy heart
*** Bends to Durchions’ will”

It was no use fighting the feelings boiling up inside him. He would give those Durchions some reality of his own! 

He surged upward but his sweaty feet slipped on the damp stone floor, he dropped and cracked his knee. He tried to raise himself, slipped again, winced in pain but craned his head to keep Lahska in sight. 

Suddenly, the horn and flute burst into a string of brash notes. Adult Soborni standing behind Vlas, among them Suspila, jumped forward shouting and tore past him toward Lahska and the Durchions. The children too started howling.

The elders remaining on the island took up a staccato rant punching the air with their fists. 

“*** Durchions - create 
*** Tribes - and - nations!
*** Lords - and - lackeys! 
*** Lahska - ravaged!
*** But - nations - rebel
*** Tear - down - slave - works!”

Vlas’s hair stood on end. Had they all gone mad?

With hoarse cries, the attacking Soborni hooked onto the Durchions, pulled them to the ground and their hands tore at the red robes. The Durchions made no resistance and collapsed onto the stone floor of the island.

The rant continued.

“*** After - Durchions - fall
*** Neighbour - strikes - neighbour!
*** Jealousy - envy - greed 
*** War - on - every - side!
*** Human - life - despised!”

The attackers turned on each other with renewed cries and clawed at whatever robe was next to them. Lahska disappeared amid the volleys of flailing arms. 

Vlas was dumbstruck at the unleashed ferocity. He managed to stagger to his feet but there was no point in intervening now. 

Torchlight from the walls flickered over the contorted limbs of victims and attackers who collapsed on top of each other. The floor in front of Vlas was littered with scraps of clothing and every body on it was half naked. He was amazed no blood had been spilt. 

The flute and horn started up to accompany a chant from Chermak standing to the other side of the scene. She had been a witness to the violence but not participated.

“*** Only Soborna Island still alive
*** Pushed away war clouds
*** Pushed away madness
*** Few lived
*** But escaped not defilement
*** Carrying burden of unclean seed”

In the weak torch light Lahska rose to her feet and stood bent over the bedraggled Durchions and villagers. The ribbons of her sphere were in disarray and her tiara and mask were askew. She stretched out her bare arms and looked around with glazed eyes. 

Her voice began low and resolute and rose gradually.

“*** Wisdom grows 
*** But Lahska pays heavy price
*** Is Keeper true from Daizheb?
*** Where is Daizheb’s promise?
*** Lahska is waiting
*** Soborni are waiting
*** Where is Keeper?
*** Keeper! 
*** Do not abandon Lahska!
*** Where is Daizheb?
*** Where is SaverCome?”

A ray of sunlight appeared on the globe at the top of the crystal shaft and grew larger. Waves of violet ripples from the column’s depths surged into it. The globe became incandescent and a violet fireball engulfed the hall searing Vlas’s eyeballs. His body grew limp but his reflexes kept him on his feet. 

The flash faded. Dazed from the image-burn his eyes slowly refocussed. 

The beam of sunlight bathing the crystal had grown to encompass the whole Soborni community around him. His head was strangely clear, his knees were restored and the details of the spectacle around him stood out in fine relief. Vibrations tingled the soles of his feet. A pleasant ripple crept up his legs but stopped being pleasant midway up his body. 
The faces of the fallen Soborni , attackers and Durchions, no longer bore marks of rage and humiliation. One by one, they rose smiling from the stone ground, stretched out their arms to those around them and moved hand in hand to follow the growing shaft of light. They voiced a new chant with notes of triumph.

“*** Daizheb reborn! 
*** Gives new life to Lahska
*** Soborni also reborn 
*** Find new peace
*** Make new community 
*** Knowing only Love!
*** Soborni thank Great Daizheb!”

Lahska was rotating again with most of her ribbons intact. Her mask had twisted completely around. It was Halaya.

Her head had an assertive stance. She began a chant that started with the same intense low tone as before but progressed higher in pitch and strength.

“*** Darkness falls away
*** Daizheb is reborn
*** Lahska is reborn
*** Rejoices giving thanks
*** Soborni know new joy
*** But bodies suffer
*** More die every year
*** Lahska’s hurt is deep
*** Where is Daizheb’s help?
*** Keeper! Keeper!
*** Where is Daizheb’s promise?
*** Where is Promised SaverCome?”

The villagers moved with the expanding new beam onto the causeway leading to the tunnel. With eyes tightly closed Vlas stood immobile to one side of the crystal close to Chermak.

More stooped over than before, Keeper with his golden orb appeared from the tunnel, approached the assembled villagers and stopped directly in front of Lahska. Acknowledging her with a deep but halting bow, he stretched the orb out to her.

“*** Keeper regrets Lahska’s pain 
*** Daizheb’s way is never easy
*** But Lahska can stop her grief 
*** Daizheb keeps promise
*** Lahska not see?” 
He turned and thrust his staff at Vlas standing on the island.

“*** SaverCome here 
*** Ready to cast new seed 
*** Lahska free now 
*** Make new seed 
*** Make Soborni whole
*** Make new Lahska
*** Magic Stone decides”

Chermak stepped out toward the Keeper. Her face was serene but there were tears in her eyes. She raised both arms to the Soborni, then turned to Vlas and made a deep bow.

“*** Daizheb reborn
*** Promise comes true
*** SaverCome here
*** Soborni welcome
*** Give thanks together!
*** Welcome SaverCome!”

Chermak’s eyes scanned Vlas, who was strangely mute. Soborni adults filed back to the island and formed circles around Vlas and the Magic Stone. Together with the elders, they raised their arms and a full-throated chorus filled the hall.

“*** Daizheb reborn!
*** Lahska reborn!
*** SaverCome fills Daizheb promise! 
*** Now make Soborni reborn
*** Soborni grateful
*** Find new peace
*** Find new health
*** Hail SaverCome Vulahsu!”

Keeper stripped off his mask and threw it and his staff into the pool.

“*** Daizheb sends SaverCome
*** Keeper’s work now finished”

He stomped down the causeway and melted into the darkness of the tunnel. 

Chermak continued in a sing-song voice with tears streaming down her cheeks.

“*** Chermak now happy 
*** Her duty fulfilled
*** Daizheb-Born Story whole now
*** Soborni wait so long! 
*** Listen watch many years
*** Feel old pain
*** Soborni know SaverCome here
*** Ready to cast new seed

*** Magic Stone decides”

Halaya stopped rotating, shook herself and looked around. She stepped over to Chermak standing nearby who took her hand. The two women turned and looked at Vlas with happy faces. Chermak reached out to Suspila who joined them, but scanned Vlas with concern.

Something wormlike had taken root in his brain and legs. His upper body began to quiver. His head jerked from side to side from the effort to break free. He tried to shift his feet but could only twist his upper body around. 

Why is this happening? This is NOT happening! I am a free agent! LET ME GO!
He began to shake. Halaya and Suspila moved up against him, stared in alarm at him, each other and at Chermak.
Chermak stepped forward swiftly, turned him to the crystal and pressed his forehead against it. The surface was warm and welcoming, like the women’s bodies touching him. A beam of violet light flashed into its interior.

The shaking fit receded. The buzzing and cramps in his head and chest drained through his legs into his feet and into the stone floor. He gasped with relief and sucked in a deep breath. 

Vlas opened his eyes. 

Where was he? The Daizheb-Born Ceremony! 

It was finally over. It had been very interesting but parts of it had been quite challenging and almost made him lose his sense of who he was. He was Vulahsu but not originally of this world, unlike his kin-friends around him. He would remember its name as he grew stronger, but it wasn’t important. He had been a soldier there, though on the wrong side, doing unspeakable things to people. Here he was a Soborni villager like the others, with specific duties like everyone else, only different. 

He was standing beside women who had chosen him to set their community on a new path. This was not about selfish desires. He had had enough of those on that other world – Veenaga was its name – and had already experienced something far better with Kalyna, one of the local women. It had been more than wonderful, but she had died after giving birth to their child Ksolani, a ravishing, perfect baby girl, his first contribution. He still felt in some part responsible for her death. 

He could move his feet now and was getting stronger but it would be better to let the women take over. 

He stepped back from the crystal and smiled at them. 

“Vulahsu ready”

The Soborni surrounded the Magic Stone and were filing around the crystal column while elders and children retired to the galleries. As each Soborni reached out to touch the crystal, a beam of violet light burst out of the globe, encircled their head and looped around to another villager in the vicinity. The beamed individuals found each other, bobbed and moved away to find a free space on the island.

Chermak, Halaya and Suspila touched their forehead to the Magic Stone and stepped back. Chermak pressed Vlas’s forehead against it once more. 

The violet beam that played onto Suspila’s forehead led around the crystal. Her body quivered but she bowed her head and moved off following the beam that led to Verhdum’s son Paliy. They bobbed to each other and stepped away.
A violet beam looped down around Vlas’s, Chermak’s and Halaya’s foreheads. Their faces flinched but became impassive and they bowed their heads. Chermak led Vlas and Halaya to a free area beside the pool. With her guidance the women peeled off one fold after another of his robe, then undid each other’s coverings. He was in awe of the beauty of the two women’s bodies, so different, and his toes began to tingle.

Chermak led them into the pool where other naked villagers were bathing. After methodically splashing themselves clean, they dowsed his head with cupped palms and worked their fingers over his neck, chest and belly. He attempted to reciprocate but Chermak edged his hands away and they continued their task with serious faces. He became aware of Soborni couples in the vicinity whose women were working their partners in similar fashion and moving toward the galleries. 

The three bodies pressed closely together emerged dripping onto the steps to the walkway. Chermak guided Vulahsu and Halaya toward her gallery each holding her section of his erect member. 
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His head tossed back and forth as he regained consciousness. Had it all been just a dream? Falling back into the fullness of sleep would be easy, but there were obtrusive sounds coming from beyond the doorway: moans, whispers, the tapping of sandals moving over stone, children chattering.

He was lying on his side. His toes were touching someone's foot. He opened his eyes. A candle flickered near his head. His arm was over someone and his hand was on her breast. It was Halaya. Her hair and the back of her head lay against his shoulder. All along his back he felt the firmness and warmth of Chermak. Her breath came feather-like on his neck.

The tingle in his toes moved up his legs. He was ready for another act of creation. It hadn't been a dream, more like a trance and in a different body but his duty had been accomplished. 

He closed his eyes. Ancient memories stirred. He could be more his old self this morning. This would be just for him. But as his head turned to whisper into Halaya’s ear, his mind was suddenly filled with the image of holding Ksolani in his arms the morning before, bending down over her, inhaling the indescribable odour of her tiny body and swearing an oath. 

His breath paused. He had already taken pleasure in doing his duty that night. Was ‘more’ better than ‘enough’? 

He was now a Soborni. He needed no more. A sacrifice worthy of the soldier he once could have been. 

His lungs filled and released a long breath. 

Suddenly metallic clangs from the outer chamber assaulted his ears. His eyes shot open, well-worn instincts tensed his body and he bolted upright. Halaya and Chermak squirmed by his side, woke up and worked themselves into sitting position.

The candlelight was dim but showed their eyes full of an emotion he had never witnessed in any Soborni. 

Chermak spoke first.

“*** Danger! *** Something bad! *** Never happen before” 
They sprang to their feet. The women located their original clothing and dressed hastily. Vlas did a visual sweep and found a discarded robe. The clanging gave no sign of diminishing but didn't cover up the sound of commotion in the outer chamber: raised voices and the scraping of clogs on the stone walkway. 

Halaya’s hand was soft and sweaty as they left the gallery and she glanced fearfully at Vlas. The scene outside was chaotic. The circular walkway along the galleries was full of their occupants milling about in confusion. Individually and in clusters they stared around muttering loudly to themselves or bobbing with a passion he had never seen before. Parents tried to comfort weepy children although they themselves had distraught faces. 

Chermak pointed upwards. On the balcony that had produced music earlier, Ustdukh was standing with a gong nestled on his arm like a shield and beating it against the rock wall. 

Suspila had retrieved Ksolani, stood with her mate Paliy breastfeeding Ksolani from a sling over her shoulder. Ksolani fidgeted, detached herself from Suspila and began waving her arms in the air. 

“*** My milk goes away!” Suspila groaned.

Vlas walked over, nuzzled the top of Ksolani’s head, stroked her hair to comfort her and stayed beside her. Having located her mother, Yasena, in front of a gallery further over, Halaya paced erratically between her and Vlas before finally coming to stand beside him. He pressed her hand, wrapped his arm around her waist and tried to draw her tense body closer. 

Someone in front cried out.

“*** Look!  *** Hospor comes”

Three old men emerged from the tunnel and stumbled onto the walkway leading to the galleries. Supported by Elders Menai and Kurkol, Hospor, keeper of the herd in the southern pasture, wet and bedraggled, was barely able to stand upright. 

He was old, but not that decrepit! 

They staggered to a stop on the causeway in front of the villagers. 

Ustdukh’s gong stopped jangling. 

Menai spoke.

“*** Hospor cannot talk  *** Terrible accident Polud pasture  *** Hospor searched lost tvaryed  *** Found only big blood trail  *** No tvaryed  *** Hospor very afraid  *** Something not natural  *** Tvaryed have no enemies  *** Our herds not safe  *** Soborni not safe” 

Vlas’s head twitched as he took in the situation. 

How could it have happened? Soborni always said there were no predator on Soborna island. An unknown animal found its way onto our land? Where could it come from? The plateau? Could it be maopass gone feral? Or was it from ocean? Jellyfish warned ocean holds predators. I remember fighting red kelp. Are there amphibious ones? 

Halaya beside him started to shiver. He put his arm around her shoulders and pressed tightly. This time she acquiesced and laid a hand on his. Ksolani resumed feeding, but restlessly. Children were looking up at their parents with dazed expressions. Some adults were unable to stop mechanically bobbing and nervously rubbing their hands up and down their arms. Elders started to chant under their breath.

Hospor had almost collapsed on the causeway and was kept upright by his two companions. Menai brought out a gourd. Hospor gulped down a few swallows and his head dropped to his chest. 

Chermak made her way to Hospor and his companions on the causeway. She touched his face gently and addressed the Soborni assembled on the walkway with a sombre expression. 

“*** Soborni not panic  *** Problem outside  *** Answer inside  *** Let Daizheb Spirit speak every heart  *** Daizheb has answer ready  *** Soborni go inside quiet heart for answer  *** Not forget give thanks all same  *** Start TalkingSerpentCircle” 

Chermak took up position next to the quiescent crystal and closed her eyes. Shuffling nervously, the Soborni joined hands and moved toward the island. Chermak held out her hand to form a spiral that wound around the crystal column. Joining with Suspila and Halaya, Vlas looked at the Magic Stone. Was it active only for Daizheb-Born? He didn’t like where this event was taking things – and him.

The villagers were calming down as they paced with heads bowed taking deep sonorous breaths. Their expressions had smoothed and their bodies were less agitated. He couldn't keep his eyes off the crystal. 

Maybe if he presented himself, it would respond. He reached over and touched one palm against its flank. Quivers of red light stirred at the contact point but dissipated. 

It didn’t want to activate itself. He was on his own. 

Ustdukh was standing on the causeway beside the three old men. He stared at Vulahsu from under his raised eyebrows moving his head spastically from side to side. 

There was a voice from in front, Taman’s.

“*** Soborni move village  *** Find safe new home”

Silence, then a voice across from him. Terasyk's.

“*** Make high wall around village  *** Around animals  *** Set up watch” 

Silence again around him as they continued their slow pacing. All the other heads except Ustdukh’s on the island were bowed and all eyes except his own and Ustdukh’s staring at him were closed. 

He gritted his teeth. The crystal was not going to intervene. He was being pulled back into territory he had no wish to enter. 

But what could his brothers-sisters do by themselves? They were grasping at straw. Suspila's and Halaya's hands at each side tightened on his making a ball of warmth that traveled up his arms, landed in his head and burst out of his mouth.

“Vulahsu finds monster  Finishes”

His heart skipped a beat. This was not the Soborni way. 

Eyes all around him opened. Suspila glanced at him panic-stricken then down at Ksolani who had detached herself again, was waving her arms about and making choking noises. On his right, Halaya was still trembling. 

Many Soborni stopped pacing and the line faltered. Heads turned. Chermak looked at Vlas with a pained expression on her face.

“*** SaverCome gives Soborni new beginning  *** Soborni afraid lose new hope  *** Afraid lose Vulahsu”

A hum of assent rose up. 

Chermak nodded her head.

“*** Vulahsu understands old understands new  *** Soborni only understand old  *** Daizheb gives new challenge  *** Continue TalkingSerpentCircle  *** What Soborni say?”

The spiral began moving again. From behind Vlas, a woman spoke up, then others. 

“*** Lose Vulahsu Soborni lose future  *** Better lose tvaryed” 

“*** But if attack continues?  *** Soborni have no future all same”

“*** Allow killing?  Break Karanata law?” 

“*** Karanata not law only custom”

“*** Soborni help Vulahsu  *** Protect him” 

“*** How Soborni protect Vulahsu?  *** Soborni not fighter” 

“*** Twisted animal gets sick dies  *** Soborni wait  *** Watch” 

“*** Vulahsu hurts not kills” 

“*** Vulahsu kills monster how Soborni unstick guilt?” 

“*** No unstick  Soborni keep all time” 

“*** Monster kills Vulahsu Soborni lose two way  *** Lose now  *** Lose future” 

“*** Soborni future not lost  *** Have Ksolani  Soon Chermak baby  *** Soon Halaya baby  *** Maybe enough”  

The round of voices died away and Chermak raised her arm.

“*** Soborni speak *** Vulahsu quiet  *** What Vulahsu says?”

He was having trouble getting his thoughts together. Inputs were coming into his head like jabs from a knife, but he remembered how Kalyna’s dance-language hands had moved and that might help his flow of words. His voice came out huskily.

“Vulahsu has two souls  New soul wants help Soborni make new future  Vulahsu owes Soborni everything  But old soldier soul not gone away  Vulahsu pays debt to Soborni  Vulahsu respects Soborni customs  Vulahsu takes Karanata guilt alone  Vulahsu goes look study predator  Decides kill or not kill  Possible help train animal new way”

He had hardly ended when Ustdukh turned unsteadily on his heels, hobbled toward the tunnel entrance and disappeared. 

He had never spoken so much in all his days on Lahska. He had used Kalyna’s dance-language gestures that came to him out of the blue. Ksolani had settled down and was feeding. Halaya's finger traced a delicate movement on the inside of his wrist towards his palm. She bent her body forward and engaged both hands in gestures like Vlas’s to illustrate her words.

“*** Halaya loves Vulahsu  *** Goes together help”

Loud muttering broke out. Arms rose and shivered in the air.

Chermak looked affectionately at Halaya.

“*** Halaya has brave heart  *** Keep heart warm  *** Make mind cool  *** Halaya body not alone  *** Save new baby-one inside  *** Save chance Soborni future”

She smiled at Halaya and gently twisted her head in disapproval. The Soborni around them raised palms in confirmation. Halaya bowed her head and stared at the ground. 

“Vulahsu thanks Halaya  Loves Halaya  Vulahsu wants protect all Soborni  Better Vulahsu goes alone not risk Halaya baby  Vulahsu sure success  Returns Halaya love  Gives Halaya baby good father”

His final gesture involved a palm opening outwards over his heart in Halaya's direction. Her eyes blinked and continued to stare at the ground. 

“Vulahsu goes now make ready  Ma-Chermak gives Vulahsu blessing?”

Ma-Chermak raised her staff. 

“*** Daizheb gives Soborni new challenge  *** Gives answer same time *** Now Soborni close Daizheb-Born  *** Close SerpentCircle  *** Send Vulahsu PowerPrayer  *** Send Vulahsu courage strength wisdom”

The arms of Chermak, Halaya and all the villagers around Vlas folded onto their chest, then flashed upwards accompanied by a shrill cry.

The crystal came to life. It flickered bright violet for a few moments, then subsided. 

Vlas looked at Chermak in astonishment. Suspila squeezed Vlas’s hand and whispered.

“*** This never happen before!” 

Chermak had a surprised but thoughtful look on her face.

“*** Daizheb shows new power  *** Also gives new mystery  *** Soborni need time understand  *** Maybe change comes”

Vlas grunted. He needed time too. To gather up possible weapons and supplies. He turned to Chermak.

“Vulahsu thanks Ma-Chermak all Soborni-kin  Vulahsu has success confidence  Not disappoint Soborni Vulahsu goes now prepare”

He approached Chermak. Chermak kissed his bowed forehead, his lips and brought her arms around his shoulders and gave him a long full embrace. 

Halaya and Suspila were staring at him with an stunned expression. He approached them and they embraced. He stepped back.

“When Vulahsu ready Suspila walk part way together? Bring Ksolani? Halaya come?

They nodded. 

He strode over the causeway and entered the tunnel with his heart pounding.
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Squeaky sat under a pipen tree, his head jerked from side to side as he observed Vlas rushing about assembling gear from village stores and the pavilion filling with elders and children. 

Trying to remember training guidelines, Vlas took Squeaky to the tvaryed herd from South Pasture corralled behind the longhouse. He collected bloody afterbirth from a recent event and patches of fur from the corral posts, rubbed them together and had Squeaky sniff them while pointing to the tvaryeds that stood around observing them. Squeaky’s large brown eyes stared at him and at the tvaryeds in turn. Vlas was getting impatient at Squeaky’s lack of response but his body suddenly darted forward toward the animals and froze. They took fright and began to mill about in confusion.

“Good work, Squeaky!” 

If the predator made its appearance in the village while he was on the hunt, the Soborni would sound their drums as a signal for the Dragon Temple to sound its call for his return. As self-defence measures, sentries with nets were posted around the compound. Fires were manned to provide brands and embers to throw at the intruder. The turmoil in his mind was exacerbated by the general air of serenity that the villagers manifested as they went about their preparations that was in sharp contrast with their show of panic in the Temple. 

Could he subdue the predator without having lethal force? What if it was not alone? Was the predator violent by nature or only driven by hunger? Was there any difference? In the actual encounter, he would have to choose immobilization or elimination. These were complex decisions he had never faced before and his gut was in a knot. He had spoken out too soon.

Ready for departure, Vlas stood at the steps of the pavilion serving as Chermak’s HQ and the children’s and elders’ shelter with Suspila, Halaya, Erzumi and Verhdum on duty there. Their tasks were to watch over the children and elders in the pavilion who would use kitchen utensils as noise makers. Children were already intently, even enthusiastically rehearsing a confrontation and the clanging of pots and pans grated on his eardrums. All the torches were lit to provide access to fire but Verhdum had chosen another tactic and was practising soothing flute melodies.

Chermak laid her arms on his shoulders and bent forward to touch foreheads. She looked him warmly in the eyes and smiled.

“*** Go now Vulahsu  *** Vulahsu should not worry  *** Chermak has vision of Vulahsu success  *** Soborni watch and protect village  *** Wait for Vulahsu happy return”

He gritted his teeth impatiently as he accepted her bobbed farewell.

Halaya and Suspila accompanied him up the trail to the Old Road and seemed to share Chermak’s relaxed mood. Ksolani swung on his chest. Her large pupils were focused peacefully on his face, her head nodded from side to side and her tiny fingers plucked at his chin. Baby smells wafted up and sent a pang in his throat. 
He was being forced back into his old bloody ways and only his daughter in her innocence was giving him any real solace. Had these women no sense of the seriousness of the situation? He wanted to say something but the dry stone in his throat refused to be dislodged. 

He wasn’t afraid to take on the predator’s violence. In his squad's firefights with 'insurgents' he had led by example ─ out in front. On Veenaga, death ─ his or anyone else’s ─ never meant much and neither did life. On Lahska it did matter. He had been overwhelmed by love here – first for Kalyna and now by Ksolani's baby smell. But Kalyna’s death had shaken him. He could lose everything left to him on this mission and was already experiencing a foretaste of that emptiness in his chest. 
He became increasingly affected by the women’s even temper and lively stride as they made their way up the trail from the village. Several times they glanced sideways at him and tugged on his hand. It only deepened his dark mood, but he said nothing. 

As they passed the waterfall, Suspila quickened her pace and stepped up in front of him. They all stopped walking. Startled out of his dark thoughts, he stared at her. She smiled, with a question making her left eyebrow curve high. 

“*** Vulahsu thinks hard hard  *** Makes plan catch wild thing?”

Halaya turned to him. He was disturbed by the serene expression on her face too. The gear on his back started to feel even heavier. The right side of his mouth gave an involuntary twitch.

“Vulahsu plans how to capture monster  Not be easy  Trail dangerous any time  More dangerous if Vulahsu not alone  Halaya Suspila should return to village”

He suppressed a grunt of satisfaction at the look of confusion on their faces. Suspila glanced over at Halaya and they shared eye contact. Suspila’s expression cleared, as did Halaya’s. Halaya's left eyebrow arched. She blinked and continued to blink sequentially with the other eye. Halaya responded in kind with her right eyebrow and a series of eyelid flutters. They looked up at Vlas, smiled and spoke in turn.
“*** Daizheb showed HalayaSuspila future picture “ - “*** Not show Vulahsu last time?” 

The corners of his mouth twisted from the effort to speak.

“What Daizheb showed? When?”

“*** We touched MagicStone after Vulahsu left” - “*** Same Ma-Chermak saw small future picture” - “ *** So SuspilaHalaya not afraid” - “*** Now Vulahsu not be afraid”

He clenched his teeth. What was it they had seen? The crystal had only shown him random flickering. Chermak mentioned a vision, but he had dismissed it in his rush as the usual Soborni-talk. He had his own kind of ‘vision’ but it was forebodings about this unsought mission.

“*** SuspilaHalaya saw cloudy picture” - “*** Vulahsu pulls something to village - *** Not clear” - “*** HalayaSuspila saw Vulahsu safe return” - “*** So Soborni hopeful”

He wasn’t going to accept that at face value. 

“Halaya Suspila saw true picture or wish picture?”

“*** Daizheb not give wish picture” - “*** Gives need picture”

“What is ‘need’ picture?”

“*** Gives only one new piece ahead” - “*** One time one piece” - “*** Only Daizheb knows whole picture” - “*** But not tell all” - “*** One piece enough for now”

He wouldn't give up that easily.

“Need picture wish picture same”

A pinched look came over their faces. Their eyes looked up trying to focus on something on his forehead. Their words came out slowly and carefully.

“*** Daizheb gives true picture” - “*** Because only knows true” - “*** True not change” - “*** Only need changes” - “*** Today need not tomorrow need” 

They looked teasingly into his eyes. 

He wished he could share their optimism but it explained the air of equanimity at the village and the odd looks he got as he rushed around. They could have told him! 

He smiled wryly to himself. He was glad Daizheb and the universe seemed to be working for him, but he was still facing the hard reality of the mission, tracking down and dealing with the beast. He might have to pay a high price for success.

They made their farewells where the village trail met the Old Road, the edge of the defense perimeter. To the right the herd from North Pasture led by Menai was approaching. Holyto, Snizdak and Kolyak were standing guard with lassoes and nooses on long poles. 

Vlas saw no muting of his companions’ optimism as they reached their turning point. Ahead of them Squeaky squatted in the bushes eyeing events around him. 

Suspila spoke first. She smiled but her eyebrows arched with affectionate concern. Halaya joined in.

“*** Go now Vulahsu” - “*** Catch monster” - “*** Soborni make village safe” - “*** Vulahsu not worry”

Suspila took Ksolani off his shoulder, rose up on her toes and rubbed her nose up and down his face. Halaya turned to one side, pressed her chest firmly against his arm and shoulder and gave the side of his mouth a peck of her lips. 

“*** What Vulahsu brings back not important  *** Only safe return” 

He bowed his head. ‘Goodbye’s’ had a ring of finality and words could become a trap door. It was already starting to feel like free-fall. 

Taking leave of Ksolani, he allowed himself a nuzzle on her neck. His eyes closed savouring the moment. She reached her fist out and he kissed it. 

With Ksolani in their midst they enfolded each other in a long embrace. Things could yet work out, but now he needed to get focussed on his task. With an extra squeeze of hands and a bow to the sentries and Menai, Vlas pushed his way through the grunts, moans and smells being directed onto the trail down to the village. Suspila and Halaya lingered at the crossroad. 

As Vlas exited from the herd, Menai waved his S-shaped crook high and cried out.

“*** Vulahsu save tvaryed!  *** Save Soborni life!” 

Without looking back Vlas waved his spear. 

“*** Why Vulahsu look sad?” asked Menai.

“*** Vulahsu very strong!  *** Should not worry!” Kolyak shouted after Vulahsu. “*** Soborni know Vulahsu wins battle with monster!”

They shook their defensive implements high in the air and cried out. 

“*** Vulahsu SaverCome again!” 
Suspila and Halaya looked at each other and made more eye-blink talk.

Once in the thick of the woods away from the spurious odours of the tvaryed herd, Vlas let Squeaky have a good sniff of the bloodied afterbirth and pointed ahead. 

“We’re looking for a dead tvaryed, Squeaky. It’s down there by a stream in South Pasture. Watch out for it.”

It was slow going. Only on Veenaga had he been so loaded down. A coil of plaited fibre swayed from one shoulder; a folded net ready to throw hung from the other. Down his back lay a woven mat and a skin bag containing dried fruit, nuts, a large gourd of water and a fire-making crystal. In his right hand he carried an improvised spear. In his belt the tvaryed afterbirth next to his knife slapped against his shirt with each step. It was still wet going through the undergrowth but he would soon dry off.

He checked each footfall for branches, scanning the brush around him and the road to his right. He was using his Veenaga anti-guerrilla tactic of weaving a parallel path in the dense brush so as to keep the open road under constant observation. 

The plan was to find the carcass of the tvaryed and stake it out. Practicalities rippled through his mind together with the thrill of his windfall. The predator or its pack might return to it to feed. Had it tried to attack again? Where was it now? Was it nocturnal, an advantage for him at this hour? 

Squeaky ran point ahead of him amid the undergrowth showing remarkable tracking sense. Sniffing softly and bending his head up and around to all sides, he would raise one paw and turn to inspect Vlas's progress. 

The warmth of the late-morning sun was barely muted in the dappled light of the forest. In the absence of the usual sea-breeze, heat and sweat reinforced each other. A band of old cloth tied around his forehead helped keep his eyes dry but couldn’t prevent attacks by swarms of midges. Swatting at them he pondered. It must have been a sizeable beast to bring down a tvaryed. They all had long tapered horns and knew how to use them, he'd seen young males sparring. 

Weaving their way slowly among the trees and bushes, Vlas and Squeaky approached the intersection of the old road with the trail to the Dragon Temple. Squeaky suddenly stopped moving in the underbrush ahead and gave a muted snort. Vlas peered around him but recognized the sequence of Squeaky's muted chatter and squatted down beside him.

“It’s alright, Squeaky. It’s probably just Ustdukh. Just relax.”

Vlas stood up and cut toward the open road. Through the leaves he spied Ustdukh near the carved rock that marked the beginning of the trail to the Dragon Temple, pacing up and down with a basket slung over his shoulder, muttering to himself and gesturing into the empty air. 
Every encounter with Ustdukh had been a foray into potential chaos. Would this one be any different? He stopped at a respectable distance and bowed his head. Facing obliquely away from Vlas, Ustdukh froze. Vlas coughed and cleared his throat.

“Ustdukh honours Vulahsu with unexpected meeting  Ustdukh has more news?”

Ustdukh grunted, turned and advanced on Vlas with the same pace and gestures as before. Vlas's body went rigid and he tightened his grip on the spear. At the trail head halfway between them Ustdukh veered off. As he passed the carved rock, he pulled a small bag out of the basket, dropped it on the flat top of the rock, making a metallic clatter and carried on up the trail. Vlas’s heart pounded hearing the sound and sprinted over. 

He picked up the damp leather bag and a thrill went through his body. Its contents had an all too familiar heft. He loosened the drawstring and reached inside. It was his beam side arm. A rush of air filled his lungs. 

His hands and fingers felt clumsy as they handled the weapon. Memories of its lethality surged like dark clouds but the it had a range of settings, including only stun. This would change everything. The breath he had been holding released in a single burst making Squeaky who was sniffing the bag jump up in fright. 

Why was it wet? There were bits of weed, mud and shell adhering to its metaplastic grip and barrel. He cleaned, dried the weapon off with his shirt and pressed his finger against the activation slot. The response was minimal, only a pale red dot, but it had obviously recognized him. He wondered if Ustdukh had tried to meddle with it. One attempt to activate and he would have had a surprise he would never forget. An unkind thought crossed his mind.

But what would explain its discharged state, if never used? Breathing heavily, he sat down on the rock. He tried again but had another disappointment. Two scenarios presented themselves. It had become damaged in the crash. But there were no breaks or dents, not even scuffs or scratches. Perhaps, although waterproof, it had lost its charge by being immersed by Ustdukh in Soborna water. He had always suspected it had special qualities, chemical, ionic or more subtle ones.

The internal Q-Field crystals had a long life, especially if under-utilized and had been freshly installed for the Ch’rtaghi Mission. Even if Ustdukh had tried to test it that shouldn’t prevent its re-activation with the legitimate owner. He thumbed the activation slot again. There was return pressure this time and flashing red that indicated minimal charge, but it was now recharging. How completely, he would soon find out, but even at partial it was lethal.

Vlas took a deep breath. Attack and terminate, quick and dirty, the easy Veenaga way and problem solved. He shook his head. It wasn’t the Soborni way. He had promised them he would use restraint and that meant new rules of engagement. 

But another easy way was available. If possible, first observe the beast from a distance, then stun it and determine his options. First things first and one step at a time. He breathed heavily, wedged the weapon into his belt and walked over to Squeaky sitting on his haunches at the edge of the forest. He would return to the woods to give the weapon time to achieve whatever charge it could. 

“Let's go, Squeaky. Things are looking up.”
They were getting close to South Pasture. He had little familiarity with it, had been feverish and exhausted when he passed through it on his return to the village an eon ago and only remembered grassy and hilly terrain leading down from the cliff face. Hospor couldn’t give him the location of the remains. He had only found a pool of blood by a stream near a day shelter and fled in order to bring the herd to safety in the village. 

The air was full of resinous smells from mahber bushes and it was getting warmer. The trees were thinning out and leaving a wider clearing on each side of the road. He had to finally start taking his chances in the open. He checked the side-arm and smiled. It was charging up at half power, he set the range to stun. With any luck Squeaky would soon pick up some scent. Vlas whistled to let Squeaky sense his change of direction and started moving toward the road. 

The trees and spicy air fell away as Vlas emerged back into the open. He stopped to take stock and let Squeaky again smell the bloodied tvaryed fur. The breeze was coming from the south. That was hopeful. They were probably downwind of the predator, so they would be safe and Squeaky might be able to scent the carcass and perhaps even the predator without betraying their own location. If they weren’t downwind, he had to be doubly alert.

The slope down to the sea on his left was increasing as was the slope up the hilly ground on his right. He saw the South Pasture and a path a stone’s-throw away. There was no trace of putrefaction in the air, at least not for him. Probably too soon for it. 

Squeaky emerged onto the road up ahead, sat and sniffed the air in a wide arc. His nose wrinkled, his head nodded from side to side and paused favouring one direction. He jumped up, his bushy tail flew in the air and he set off at a trot, angling across the road, up the grassy slope and to the left of the path. 

The grass was thick here, good pasture for the tvaryed and high enough in places to conceal a sizeable attacker. There were also boulders taller than his head straddling the slope at intervals and clumps of mahber bushes from which he could be ambushed. He pointed his spear at the ready and touched the activation slot of the beam gun. The charge had changed to blue ─ two thirds full.

There were only bugs hovering over flowers and turds and a few birds crossing the air space. Squeaky watched as Vlas aimed at the insects beside him. There was a dry buzz and they dropped. A zizule bird was sitting on a bush and took off. His beam caught the bird on the fly. It fell to the ground fluttering its wings erratically. The side arm’s effect was proportional to size of target. The bird would soon wake up and eventually so would the predator. Squeaky jumped toward the bird.

“Leave it alone, Squeaky! It’s not dead, only stunned.” 

Blood was rushing in his ears and he forced himself to stop and take long breaths. This was a little like the dirty work he had done on Veenaga, also in the name of a higher calling. He shook his head. It was totally different. He had rules of engagement that demanded restraint, even compassion – a truly higher calling. 

Squeaky made a straight run upwards across the grassy slope. Vlas followed, warily skirting the boulders and thorny copses. He heard the rush of rapidly flowing water in a ravine to his left. Squeaky suddenly stopped and stood on his hind legs to sniff the air. The warm southerly breeze had become unsteady and he seemed unsure of what direction to take, the one to the ravine or the other uphill. Vlas crept closer and knelt down. The grass was thicker here, strewn with tiny flowers and animal droppings, their distinctive scents drifted up to him in gentle waves. 

Squeaky made a decision, dropped on all fours and headed for the ravine that lay beyond a ridge immediately to their left. Vlas followed crouched over. As Squeaky came up to the ridge he looked down, gave a squeak, a flick of his tail and disappeared. 

The roar of falling water drowned out the throbbing in his ears. When he reached the crest, he dropped heavily onto his stomach holding the spear beside his left flank and his beam gun outstretched in his right hand. 

The ravine sheltered a cascade of white-water coursing over a maze of rocky shelves. Spray reached him with a welcome coolness but his attention was fixed on something else. Down the grassy incline beneath an overhanging rock, Squeaky was sniffing at a pool of red. 

Vlas sprinted over. Kept moist by the spray, the edges of the pool were crawling with flies and beetles. He took a deep breath and looked around. There was no carcass but hoof indentations on trampled grass and smears of blood oozing out of the pool. There had been a struggle and the grass was showing a trail of bent stalks and bloody leaves leading up the slope. Squeaky’s head jerked back and forth as he scanned upward.

Dragging prey spoke significantly to the size and strength of the predator. He looked for signs of disturbed grass up the track which could have been made by its paws and feet. There were none. They must have been obliterated by the dragged carcass. 

It was time to mask his approach. The fitful breeze was still from the south blowing along the bloody spoor line. He picked up a fresh heap of dung nearby and smeared his arms and legs. Squeaky looked at him with big eyes and a wrinkling nose. Vlas wiped a finger on the grass and gave him a tap on the head.

“I know I stink but we need it.”

Vlas expected the spoor to parallel the ravine, which offered many possible hiding places. Instead, the track veered to the right. Vlas gave his whistle call and Squeaky bounded up the slope. Keeping a sharp eye around him, Vlas joined Squeaky at the top of the ridge and they followed the patches of bloody grass. 

As he moved cautiously upslope, the trail of blood diminished and the area became criss-crossed by paths the animals had created over the years. His eyes swept from side to side and around him to penetrate the depths of mixed berry and thorn bushes. 

Although Squeaky ran point before him, Vlas crouched down to peer around the edge of each boulder and thicket. The cliff face loomed closer above his head. He scanned it for outcroppings and caves but it was relatively smooth and the first line of terraces was far above his head.

Squeaky rounded the last boulder before the cliff face, stopped and looked back at Vlas. Vlas peered around the side of the rock. A hut was sitting in a niche at the foot of the cliff. His eyes swept the space around it. The spoor in the grasses had become fainter but led straight to a brown heap with two legs and a horn in the air lying to one side of the open doorway. 

He crouched down behind the boulder and motioned with a hand for Squeaky to join him. Squeaky’s nose was twitching convulsively, his eyes and ears focused on the hut.

“Good work, Squeaky!” he whispered. 

Squeaky suddenly strained forward.

“Don't go. It might be dangerous. Let me think this through.”

He pulled Squeaky gently down to his haunches. Most of Squeaky's body acquiesced but his head seemed no less intent on what lay ahead. His nose gave Vlas’s hand a brisk nudge. 

“I understand, Squeaky. We've got it.”

He pondered his options. How sure was he that the predator was alone? No way to be sure. If it wasn't inside, where was it? Had it fed on parts of the tvaryed and moved on toward the village? There had been no danger signal. All the same, he couldn't lie in wait out here indefinitely.

If the predator was inside and asleep then he had the advantage. He could use stun and the net to trap it, keeping the spear and knife only as back-up. If it was not there but using the hut as its den, he could examine the contents and get more data. If it was diurnal, then it might have moved on. The easiest prey was the Soborni's flock, but it had been evacuated and why would the beast want to move on if it still had the tvaryed to feed on? Was it that feral?

Should he just storm the hut and deploy the stun to immobilize everything in sight? He took some deep breaths. 

Although he might initially have the advantage of surprise, it might not work out. He could cover the distance in a few seconds, but would be fully exposed and the predator – or the band – even if asleep or resting would be tipped off by the tremors from his running feet and know it was being attacked. A slower approach to eliminate the tremors could eliminate that problem. A stealth plan suggested itself to get to the blind side of the hut.

He squatted down, unslung his gear, took a long drink and made sure the beam gun was still calibrated on stun. It would be all that he needed. Now three quarters charged. 

A faint path through tall grass close to him ran partway toward the hut but then veered away to the right. There he would turn to the left into tall grass for the final approach to the blind side of the hut. There were no windows in the walls and the thatch looked thickly woven, as was the Soborni custom. The late morning sun would still cast his approach partly in the shade of the plateau and would prepare his eyes to be better able to see inside the hut. 

It was a longish, even risky zig-zag, but his best option. 

Squeaky sat and watched him. Vlas was about to try to explain the plan to him when the maopass suddenly took off along the path upwards. Vlas gave a start and was about to whistle a warning but decided to trust the animal’s instincts. Squeaky ran along the trail and flattened himself in the grass on a ridge still upwind of the shelter. He turned, looked at Vlas and raised a paw. Vlas shook his head, muttered an affectionate obscenity and dropped on his belly.

With the spear and knife in his left hand and the beam gun in his right he dragged his body forward keeping his head higher to peer through the grass at the dark open doorway to be ready for a sudden sortie. One arm forward, then push with one knee and pull with the elbow, then on the opposite side, then again . . . He gritted his teeth, trying to find a comfortable rhythm. He didn’t always manage to avoid some of the approaching turds. The doorway stayed dark and empty. 

At his turning point he crawled left through the tall grass. He tried to get a sense of the wind but wasn’t particularly concerned. His pungent scent would radiate in all directions.

His head and back blazed in the heat. Sweat dribbled down his skin onto the grass. Where his skin brushed against the thick blades, the corrugated edges left red traces that ran into his sweat. 

He arrived at the cliff face at the back of the hut. The doorway was out of his line of sight but he could still see Squeaky watching his progress. The construction of the hut was compact woven thatch. The wall was still partly in sunlight but his shadow wouldn’t be a concern as he passed along the wall.

He stood up and stretched. A momentary spell of dizziness passed over his eyes and faded but not the pounding in his ears.

He moved sideways along the thatch wall. He couldn’t see Squeaky from this angle. Breathing heavily he stepped along the wall toward the outer corner of the hut and slowly edged his head into the open. The tvaryed carcass was to the left of the doorway. It hadn’t been extensively mauled ─ the predator was probably alone. Squeaky was lying almost covered up in the grass fifteen body lengths in front of it down the slope and only his ears standing straight up were visible.

He moved along the front of the hut keeping an eye on Squeaky. His heart hammered against his ribs. He edged closer along the wall. Suddenly, he cocked his head. There was a sound from within, a growl-like moan. The predator was indeed inside and possibly awake. He glanced over at Squeaky who rose up into a stalking crouch, his tail twisting from side to side. He motioned forcefully to Squeaky to stay. Squeaky flicked his ears and sank down into the grass.

Vlas took one more step. Another and he would be beside the open doorway. An acrid smell from it drifted by him accentuated by his own pungency. The sound came again. There was definitely some problem inside. His right hand held the beam gun, his left hand gripped the spear at half shaft. Every cell in his body was on line. He took a long slow breath and leaned his head forward.

The light was dim but sufficient to reveal a woman in a torn tunic asleep on a mat with her arms crossed under her. Her head was turned slightly away from the open door and lying in a pool of yellow vomit and nearly raw meat.
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His heart caught in his mouth. A human but not a Soborni! His mind raced. This changed everything. He returned the stunner to his belt and stepped into the doorway. The rules of engagement on the mission had radically altered and simplified. The vision Ma-Chermak, Suspila, Halaya and other Soborni had was starting to be confirmed.

Her tattered outfit was not homespun and looked industrially produced, even military. Who was she? Where was she from? What was she doing here? 
In the corner beside the doorway he spied a shard of glass beside a slice of meat that showed signs of applied heat but was still quite raw. Didn't she know anything about edible plants, fruit and roots? What kind of a place had she come from?
Her head quivered and turned slightly toward the doorway. Her eyes fluttered, then stilled but did not open. One of her hands fumbled at the belt she was lying on. Suspecting trouble, Vlas tensed his hold on the spear and stepped back. Suddenly, her eyes opened and spotted him. Her upper body surged up and around in a single convulsive push and a knife in her hand swung across at him. Vlas countered with a whack on the hand from the butt of his spear knocking the knife away. Unable to stop her momentum she collapsed on the ground and he kicked the knife out the doorway. Nursing her hand, she pulled herself up to face him. 

Their glances met. He saw a young but haggard face twisted with pain. Her eyes radiated defiance.

“If you touch me I will kill you!” 

The words spat at his face and exploded in his head. She spoke Lahskan but it was much more like the original language on the vidbook. He made an effort to remember Old Lahskan and fumbled for words.

“I will not touch you  My name is Vulahsu  I come from Veenaga another planet  Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“I don’t care who you are or where you are from! You’re just another male - - -  Our - - - was full of them and you look even worse  Get away from me”

His head spun. 

“I was a soldier an officer  Where are you from? Why did you come here?”

Instead of an answer a spasm came over her body. She clutched her stomach with both hands and tremors rippled over her throat that produced a dribble of yellow from her mouth. She made an effort to spit but was overcome by a fit of coughing. 

Thoughts and observations tore through his mind but he was going to take his time before deciding on a course of action. 

Her body conformed to old pre-war norms he found discomforting, even alienating. Her tanned skin was red from exposure and inflammation, had extensive cuts and bruises but was otherwise of unvaried complexion. Likewise, her limbs, torso, eyes, nose, chin and forehead were of uniform proportions.

She slumped forward panting. Her arms crossed tightly against her midriff. 
She turned her head to him and choked on her words.

“What--do--you--want”

“I searched for killer of dead tvaryed  Not expected to find human killer  Why are you here?  Where are you from?”

They stared at each other.

How was he going to deal with her? Was he wrong in his initial assessment of the situation? The problem for the Soborni’s animals could still be unresolved and this feral human could be even more dangerous for the Soborni themselves. Was the real risk in taking her to the village contamination – spiritual as well as physical? 

His gut twisted.

Would he have to eliminate the 'predator' after all? 

But she was human. In addition to seeming to be an anatomically ‘unimpaired’ woman, she had language, a history, clear vestiges of civilization and had to be at some level rational, even if only partially under these conditions. 

She obviously needed help. He could do a little but the Soborni were the only real answer. Was she liable to lose control when she saw them and started interacting? She had killed the tvaryed to survive and had attacked him with a weapon, so she was obviously used to the old ways of violence and might not hesitate to use them again. 
The thought hit him: hadn’t his story been similar? He'd been captured as a child and mentally and emotionally reshaped to become a killing machine. Her development may have taken a similar track. He had come to the Soborni in far worse physical but equally bad emotional condition. They had totally healed him. It had taken time. Her convalescence was likely to be more rapid, but her attitudes? Was she not injured enough to be grateful to return to full health? 

“I said what do you want” she repeated, looking at him with fire in her eyes. 

He waited to reply. 
First things first. 

“You lost much water  Vulahsu give you  Have many questions  Need good answers”

He reached for his bag but remembered he had left it on the grass down the slope. He looked around the hut. Along with empty bowls and spare hats on the shelves there was a pot half full of water but his would be more potable.

“Wait  Water outside”

He picked up the knife lying behind him. It was a compact multi-task high-tech item, so she was probably from some surviving advanced ‘bunker’ society elsewhere on Lahska undetected by NAVCOMP and unknown to the Soborni. He cleaned it up, stowed it in his belt and stepped outside. 

Squeaky was pacing back and forth in front of the doorway taking in the scene with a wrinkled nose. His tail flicked disapprovingly.

“I know I smell bad.  Girl does too.  She’s really sick and could be dangerous.” 

Vlas walked down the slope, picked up the bag and returned.

She was sitting more upright now, her arms still clasped around her stomach. Her throat twitched and her voice was flat and brusque. 

“Who were you talking to in that strange language? I don’t see anybody”

“I have a maopass friend  I give you water  Want name  Want story why you are here”

Her words came haltingly between lumps of breath.

“You talk first  I see your gun  It looks modern but a different - - - from anything I know  Where did you get it?” 

“Vulahsu from planet Veenaga other star system  Crashed last year on Soborna Island”

He wiped the mouth of the gourd and passed it over to her. She looked at it disdainfully but after some hesitation took it. Breathing heavily, she splashed water over her hands and face. Her trembling fingers put the gourd to her lips. She swallowed one mouthful, coughed and paused for breath, then took another and another. She returned the gourd and looked up breathing heavily.

“Just because I am your prisoner − does not mean you can use me − If you are an officer − you know the old - - - of war − and I demand their protection”

Her words were as forced as her breathing. She tossed her head back and stared at him.

“I also know how to avenge myself"

“You not real prisoner only bad visitor Your war not my war  Vulahsu war finished  Alien race occupied Vulahsu planet  Lahska planet still alive  Here have chance grow  Make peace all people together  You tell story now” 

The water appeared to have revived her. Her breathing became deeper and more regular. She continued staring at him. Her eyes were still full of defiance but her posture slackened. 

“So you claim to be from an alien planet  That is quite a story  You look alien enough speak strange and smell like a real savage  Did you steal that weapon from a - - -?” 

The flood of old language and new vocabulary was making his head buzz. 

“Vulahsu old hunter  Used bad smell hide approach  Vulahsu not steal gun  Vulahsu officer  Rank - - -  Gun very special  Only fires for Vulahsu  Wrong person gets shock  Take  You try  Not hurt much”

Her eyes widened. 

He eased the beam gun from his belt and checked its settings. Its ergonomics were universal, accessible to any human but not its unique feature. Maybe it would substantiate his story. He stepped over the pool of vomit, handed her the gun and stepped back. Squeaky outside the doorway was looking at the woman with restless eyes. The fur on the crest of his head rose when he saw the weapon change hands. 

The woman held it in her right hand and made an instant appraisal. She looked up at him with eyes half closed. She raised the beam gun and slowly pointed it in his direction. A series of conflicting expressions passed over her face. 

She turned the gun away from him and pointed it at the roof of the hut. The gun crackled in her hand. The woman’s eyes glazed over, the weapon dropped to the ground and she fell over on her side. He stood frozen. He hadn't expected her to pass out. She was weaker than he thought. He would have to get her to the river to revive her, clean her up − and himself. 

The thought nagged him.

Was he doing the right thing?

He heard Squeaky pawing and sniffing the cut-up carcass of the tvaryed. He gave him a low whistle. 

“Leave it alone, Squeaky. We’ve got a bigger problem on our hands.”

He washed the gun off and put it in his belt. 

The temperature in the hut was rising as was their combined stench. The woman started to moan and her breathing became choppy again. He lifted her head and washed away the crud on her face. 

He could carry her to the river but not all the way back to the village. Her mat might serve both purposes – but he still had to decide on the second one. He positioned her on it squarely and backed out of the doorway. The fresh air cut into the smells they were bringing with them and he backtracked down the slope to the river with Squeaky following. 

Her head twisted on the mat. Her eyes flickered open and stared up at him only half-focused. 

“Where are you taking me? Let me go”

“Go to river to wash  We both smell savage  You start heal  How you came here? Why?” 

No answer, only a twitch of her throat.

Her head turned away. He saw her belly under the tattered cloth churn through one cramp after another. The skin on her arms and legs showed deep scratches and inflammation. After reviving her in the stream, to buy time he would search out and administer some herbs for her immediate internal and external afflictions. But what about her mental ones? 
The sound of rushing water grew louder behind him. In a shallow pool near the patch of tvaryed blood, ripples from the midstream turbulence were playing on a stretch of sand. He stepped into the water and eased the mat around into the gentle flow. Her body writhed and she cried out but allowed the stream to work over her.

She calmed down and her eyes opened. 

“We received signals from this island last year  Was that you − and your people?” 

“Vulahsu sky ship received same signal  Vulahsu located island  Engine failed  Crashed  People here not high technical  Know only love  Helping each other  Where are your people?  Why you came to Soborna?”

Her head twitched. She closed her eyes and her body sank a little deeper into the water. 

Too many questions. Let her rest.

He knelt on one knee and supporting her back with the other knee he scooped water over her exposed skin, matted short dark hair and tattered outfit. She cried out again but made no further movement as he washed away the rest of the filth on her body, then his own. 

Both her skin and outfit looked abraded as if by coral, so she was probably a shipwreck survivor like himself, only not as lucky. The cloth was smoothly seamed. Leggings and shirt had pockets and gussets similar to the outfit he had scavenged from the wrecked convoy on the other side of the island. Definitely military issue from an enclave on another landmass undetected by NAVCOMP. Not a good sign.

Some of the cuts on her cleaned up arms, legs and neck were festering. He knew of leaves and herbs that might help her wounds and ravaged gut but he had to decide if he was actually going to return to the village with her for complete treatment. 

Would she be capable of facing and accepting the Soborni villagers? And when they started doing their night-time chanting and spell-casting? He recalled his own terrifying experiences. 

Well, they did use their special herbs to quiet him.

Her eyes opened and she made an effort to sit up but her arms buckled. Nevertheless, she seemed to be stabilizing, needed now to be rehydrated and begin first aid treatment. He pulled over the bag on his shoulder and offered her the gourd.

“Drink  Vulahsu goes to find herb”

She straightened up without his help but he stayed squatted beside her and she gulped down the last of the water.

“I need more”

“Water in this river good”

She looked down at herself and around. Their mutual fouling had passed downstream. She reached out and held the mouth of the gourd under the water. 

“Why are you so nice to me?  What do you want?  - - -?  Like all the other - - -?”

“Disse!  Not only your body sick  Your mind also  Need heal both  My story maybe same  Vulahsu parents were rebel  Wanted peace 
justice  Soldier killed parent  Captured young Vulahsu  State power made Vulahsu killer  Not human  Only machine  Vulahsu murdered innocent people  Veenaga society sick  But universe has more sick society  Aliens found Veenaga  Destroyed planet Vulahsu sky ship escaped but damaged  Vulahsu was alone lost in empty space  Ready push destroy key  Vulahsu passed out  Woke up  Miracle  Saw Lahska  One wizard person had old machine  Made weak signal  Vulahsu approached Soborna Island  Crashed  Almost died  People found  Used strange medicine  Vulahsu woke up healed Soborna people look different from before  Body changed hard from war  Have physical problem  Speak strange”  

His chest was heaving and his head spinning. His mouth continued on a trajectory of its own.

***** Vulahsu very afraid  ***** Remembered own old victim  ***** Soborni people have many body problem  ***** But happy soul  ***** Clean spirit  ***** Soborni know only peace  ***** Only love  ***** Pray Daizheb all time  ***** No violence  ***** Eat only plant food  ***** But village small  ***** Only seven two people  ***** Have baby make problem  ***** Village gets smaller  ***** Soon disappears”

She stared at him aghast with her mouth open.

He shook his head forcefully to regain control of himself. 

His mission was still to protect the Soborni in spite of what he realized was her possible future value. How far would he be willing to go? He didn't know but was deeply disturbed. He closed his eyes, thought of Kalyna and began mumbling her name. What would she have wanted him to do? Tears came into his eyes. He took in and let out a slow deep breath.

He had told his truth − the strongest potential medicine he had right now. Kalyna and the Soborni would say, ‘Let Daizheb decide  Give thanks anyway’.

Her voice exploded and the words spewed out like venom.

“What do you mean give thanks anyway! That is insane after everything that happened on this planet and to me!”

The sound of rushing waters became a roar and a flash of white burst in his head. Had he actually spoken those words about giving thanks? No, of course not. Not out loud! 

Her body twisted around. 

“What was that?” She looked up at the sky and at the white waters cascading over the rocks. Now there was panic in her eyes. 

“I saw this flash of light  Almost like a blast but it was in my head  Did you do that? Was that another one of your special weapons? You don’t seem to have any more on you” 
He looked down at the waters rippling beside them. 

“Not weapon  Only ordinary magic  Maybe message from Daizheb  Maybe beginning healing  You need choose” 

The woman stared at him wide-eyed. 

He muttered a curse under his breath. He had gotten carried away with his talking. Just how much leeway was he really willing to give her? 

They stared at each other in silence. His mouth grimaced and he looked away. 

Default to immediate practicalities. Buy time looking for herbals. 

“Vulahsu goes find ruta, kalapa, royanda  You think hard about future  Maopass watches”

He rose out of the water, adjusted his backpack and picked up his spear. His mind was restless, unsure if he would be doing the right thing for the Soborni by returning with her in spite of their vision. He glanced up at Squeaky sitting up on the bank on his haunches and pointed him out to the woman. She saw Squeaky and stared at him. Squeaky stared back unblinking. 

Her body began turning to each side as if she was noticing her surroundings for the first time. She folded her head onto her arms and knees and stared at the water under her. Eddies swirled around her body and floated downstream with the current. As he drew away, he heard a deep sigh. 

Passing by Squeaky he muttered.

“Watch the girl. Don’t let her get away.” 

The kalapa berries and ruta leaves were everywhere to be found, but the royanda flowers grew more sparsely. The leaves could be crushed between two stones and applied to her infected cuts, the orange bell-shaped flowers simply chewed and ingested. There was comfort in the simple mechanical tasks of searching and plucking the plants, moving from bush to bush among the boulders and copses, looking back towards the ravine whenever possible. 

But as he was filling his bag disturbing new thoughts seeped into his mind. He stopped, turned toward the open sea and stared at the gathering storm clouds in the distance.

When she got better in the village, would she want to inform her people about the existence of the Soborni? They probably had the means to mount another expedition, a more successful one and most likely ill-intentioned − if the woman’s disposition was any clue. 

He was, in fact, taking on a ‘cosmic responsibility’ like his friends the jellyfish. If the Soborni began to thrive and expand and Lahska eventually repopulated itself, what guarantee was there that the whole planetary cycle of death and destruction wouldn’t repeat itself? 
There was no guarantee. 

But wasn’t this a whole new universe given its miraculous eruption into his life? Perhaps magic was the new norm on Lahska with the opportunity to start afresh with a new alliance between land-based and sea-based entities, using his friends the ‘cosmic’ jellyfish as intermediaries.

Including the ‘bunker’ society, the red kelp and the deep-sea marauders?

Was there a possibility of engaging the entities of hyperspace in a radical new endeavour? They seemed to have taken a real interest in him. Could they enlist Daizheb Itself? The woman had tuned in magically to the ‘messages’ in his head or ‘from beyond’.

There would be no way to hide ‘disposing’ of another human, a female and another potential SaverCome from the Soborni. Its consequences would be the ultimate catastrophe for his life with them and himself, far exceeding the restrictions of the Karanata taboo. 

There was an absolute at play here. He could not commit murder even if it meant the probable renewal of the cycle of planetary growth and destruction.

His shoulders sagged as he started walking back. Unlike his friends the jellyfish, he was only a poor mortal. His was a ‘local’ responsibility – to the Soborni here and now. It would be a heavy weight to bear his whole life, watching, overseeing her actions and reactions, taking eventual measures if . . .

He grunted and sent a dry turd flying with a kick. His steps dragged painfully as he returned to the beach, his fingers tapping the beam gun. 

His two charges had not moved. Squeaky sat quietly picking at his fur and keeping an eye on the woman. He looked at Vlas and his ears shot up. The woman was sitting with her head still resting on her arms and knees pulled to her chest. Her body was quivering. As he stepped into the pool, he realized over the sound of the gushing water that it wasn't fever wracking her body but a stream of sobs. 

Sensing his presence, she didn't look up but the sobbing eased and her body stilled. A soft but broken voice seemed to issue from the pool itself.

“Thank you for everything you’re doing for me  My name is Strassna”

