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​
Preface

Paradiso is a planet on the far edge of the galaxy.
Almost entirely desert, with two suns and riddled with caves where
the native humanoids have lived for thousands upon thousands of
years.

This world has been on my mind for several years. It
started off with the character of Reilly, rushing off a transport.
She was on Paradiso to work. I wondered what would it be like to
travel to a planet dusted with sanshay; a drug used throughout the
galaxy to enhance people’s sex drive. And then to have to take
drugs to suppress that so you could get the work done of mining it.
Drugs with consequences. I wondered how different people would
react to that. And their stories began to come to me.

When I saw the photo which I used for the cover of
‘Talking to Yama’, I knew what the Paradisians looked like. Over
the past year as I’ve worked on these stories more details about
the world and the natives have shown up.

I hope you enjoy the stories and that they do what
stories are meant to do.

Take you to new places.



​ Shifting
Sands

Lillian Cavaletti stood
behind the faux wood counter of her shop, blinking at the two suns,
Koleko and Anya, streaming in through the tall permaglass windows.
She scratched beneath the itchy waistband of her work pants. The
cloud of fine sand which rose from the fabric smelled like Sanshay,
making her sneeze. Should have changed back into her store clothes.
But there hadn’t been time.

She hadn’t expected to drive out of town to pick up
the new shipment, but the suppliers had been shorthanded. And she
needed to move things. Right now there was no one except her to
cover the shop. So there it was.

Her bracelet alarm beeped, reminding her to take a
nalo. She opened a small charm on the bracelet and popped the last
pill into her mouth. She needed to remember to refill it. Lillian
swallowed, washing the nalo down with Paradisian tea. The floral
taste covered the bitterness of the antidote. How much longer could
she take the antidote before the side effects got too bad. For most
people it was ten years, give or take a year. She’d been on
Paradiso for nine.

The door opened, bells tingling as the heat of
outside flooded in. An off-worlder by his clothes and pale skin.
Except he was alone, which made her immediately suspicious.

“Good day,” she said.

“Hi,” he said.

He peered into the display cases which lined the room
with two more in the center of the floor, eyeing the native made
crafts. The guy wore fake leather pants, a silky shirt, black shiny
boots, longish hair and looked very relaxed. Too relaxed for a
businessman.

The skin on her shoulders and the back of her neck
felt that creepy crawly feeling she got when trouble was coming.
Cop trying to pass for tourist. But it was so obvious, it confused
her. He couldn’t be that stupid, could he?

A tourist on Paradiso would most likely have their
current date along with them. Even if their toy was only a rental
for the three week stay. Sanshay did that. Best sex ever, but you
had to have it all the time. People who came to this world to work,
dressed for business or for manual labor. This guy moved like
someone who could run fast and hit hard.

She turned around and busied herself with some
bookkeeping, using an old style pad which linked with her gilt and
could be worked manually. She liked old technology as well as new.
Working it made her feel good. Gave her a sense of the past and how
safe and simple life used to be before humans expanded across the
universe. Few people knew how to use them anymore, which meant she
had more control over her privacy. It felt safer.

Lillian pressed a button beneath a shelf to make sure
she’d closed off the back room and the entrance to the caves below.
Then she reset the alarms to blow if the doors were forced. There
were workarounds, but most people didn’t know them. Neither did
she. Not her forte.

She thought to her gilt, Facial Recognition Match,
then glanced at him and away. The answer came back.

No match found.

Lillian scratched her head, fluffing her
short-cropped chartreuse hair around the gilt partially embedded
into her brain. He could still be a cop. They didn’t have photos on
any of the systems.

Through her gilt she sent a message, “Lover, can’t
meet tonight. Too much work to do,” as she moved the credits from
yesterday into a different account and shut the system down,
erasing everything. Done. She just had to make it to the door and
she’d be clear.

The guy came up to the counter near her.

“Anything I can help you with?” she asked, casually
moving towards the door.

“I’m looking for something more unique than I see out
here,” he said.

“Like what?” she asked, wrinkling her eyebrows as if
confused.

“A buddy of mine has a Paradisian skull, horns and
all, that’s inset with local gemstones. Anything like that?”

“We don’t sell things like that. Those sorts of
artifacts were made illegal by the embargo ten years ago. And even
if you could find one to buy, there’s no way you could get it off
planet,” she said.

“I have private transport.”

That pegged him as either a businessman or a lying
undercover cop.

“I don’t sell anything that’s illegal,” she said,
firmly. “Don’t know anybody who does. Too easy to get shut down.
It’s not worth the risk.” Maybe he was just fishing. Still, it was
too risky. Lillian would tell Maslow she wanted to close up and
move.

“Would it be worth the risk if I could buy a whole
shipment of those sorts of things?” he asked, staring at her
intently.

The guy was persistent. She’d give that to him.

“Don’t sell it, don’t have a supplier. So, no.” She
shook her head.

“You sure you can’t point me to anyone who could
help?” he asked.

“No. I really don’t. I just run my store and live my
life. I don’t know many of the other store owners except food
vendors,” she said.

“Thanks,” he said, moving towards the door.

She had a few minutes of indecision. Should she run
for it or assume he believed her?

A couple of tourists, wrapped around each other and
constantly touching, came in as he left. They bought the usual;
beaded necklaces and carved gem stones that the Paradisians
crafted.

She stayed. For the time being, but had a sense the
cop wasn’t done with her. The sand covered work clothes probably
hadn’t helped. She doubted that escaped his notice. But he didn’t
have anything on her or he would have shut her down and arrested
her.

But her message would have alerted Maslow that
someone was sniffing around and she wouldn’t have any more illegal
shipments for a while. But she would have to move what she had. And
she wasn’t familiar with the buyers for this morning’s load.

Still uneasy as she left the shop for the day, the
dry heat hit her. It was the beginning of the sandstorm season.
Soon she wouldn’t be going outside without protection. She climbed
into the van, punched the home destination for her rental on the
edge of the city and turned on the cold air.

The van began driving down the smooth stone streets
of Paradiso City. The streets were laid out in a grid and they were
five lanes wide throughout the city.

She flashed on the small town of Madras with its
cramped streets and buildings. At least in the part she grew up in.
Everything was tiny and cramped. Much easier to steal things and
disappear there. The work she did there would be impossible
here.

Lillian tapped her gilt into a secure, but very busy
network.

“Yeah,” said the voice on the other end.”

“Hey, it’s me,” she said. “I just wanted to check
about the beads and rocks I got this morning. You said you knew the
exporters well. I don’t have a number for them and just wanted to
make sure they paid for everything and we were all square.”

“I’ve checked their finances. Their credits
transferred fine. Do you feel a need for some help from me, just in
case they want to leave with more than they paid for?” asked
Maslow.

“I’m feeling a little edgy. Don’t know if it’s
connected to a customer, maybe a cop, asking for illegal stuff that
I don’t deal with. But I’ve always trusted my instincts.
Something’s up. Just can’t identify what. Got any prayers for me?”
she asked. Prayers was their code for help. Send the thugs in.

“I’ll send you some good thoughts,” he said.

He’d send some help when the buyers came, just in
case.

“Thanks, I could use that,” she said, severing the
link.

At the last minute, she decided to stop for groceries
and find something interesting for dinner. Her fridge didn’t have
any good food left.

Outside of Moe’s stood a couple of Paradisians. She
nodded at them.

One stared at her with amber eyes and asked “Buy you
our carvings?” as it towered over her at eight feet.

Paradisians. Sometimes they got English and sometimes
it completely confused them, all in the same sentence. Should she
buy from them?

“What do you have?”

“Beads mostly, see, come.” They gestured to their
bags sitting on a bench.

Why did they picked a place like Moe’s, a grocery
store, to sell their crafts? The locals didn’t usually buy that
stuff. And tourists didn’t buy groceries. Paradisians were still a
mystery to humans.

Out of their large backpacks they pulled some of the
most beautiful necklaces she’d seen. These were made in a
completely new style, with a stone she didn’t recognize.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Translate this to ‘water on the blood’, think I,”
said the Paradisian, who was identifying himself as male by wearing
neck jewels. Some people said the Paradisians had five genders,
none of which corresponded to male or female, but those natives who
spent time with humans divided themselves up into male and female
to make it easier for people to relate to them.

“Did you make these?” Lillian asked.

“Make these we both did,” said the female, scratching
around her middle horn.

Paradisians had three curved horns on top of their
heads. Lillian had never understood what the horns were for, but
she’d never really been educated. What she knew was learned on the
fly. And she was good at what she did.

Lillian could smell the Sanshay on their white and
gray crackled skin. They lived in similar caves as the ones where
the drug was mined so they carried the scent of it. But as far as
anyone knew, Sanshay only affected humans sexually.

“How much would you sell it all for?” she asked.

“Twenty bars of chocolate,” said the female, her eyes
crinkling up in delight.

This was perfectly legal, nothing the cop could get
her for. But she wouldn’t cheat the natives. Paradiso Mining
Company, yes.

“That price is far too low. I will pay you forty
bars.”

The female nodded and returned all the necklaces to
her pack and handed them to Lillian.

She asked, “Don’t you want your packs?”

The male said, “Gift to you,” scooping his hands
towards her.

Ordinarily, she didn’t accept gifts. But ordinarily,
she dealt with humans, rarely Paradisians. Maslow had buyers who
dealt with them. But they hadn’t brought her stuff as unique as
these necklaces.

“Thank you,” she said.

Lillian locked the big packs in the van, then
accompanied them into Moe’s where she bought all his chocolate
bars, thirty-five, and left the Paradisians a credit for five more
when the next delivery came.

She gave them a photocard of her shop.

“If you have more crafts to sell me, please come to
my store. Your work is lovely.”

The female said, “Careful be you. Danger, your future
holds.” Then both the Paradisians went down the walk and around the
corner.

Her words unnerved Lillian. What did that mean? She
nodded at them long after they’d vanished, trying to understand.
Danger from what? The cops? Someone else?

After they left, Lillian picked up some diaba to
grill. She splurged and bought two greenhouse peaches, salad
greens, and a bottle of tea wine. The locals fermented the tea made
by Paradisians to make a fruity, herbaceous wine that went well
with most foods.

As the van drove the rest of the way home, she
noticed a tan car following her. She took the van off auto and
tried to lose the car, driving through high traffic areas, but it
stuck with her.

Finally, she drove home to her rental in the burbs.
Where her six wheeler waited in the garage. And her weapons. Things
felt all wrong. It was time to run again, damn the shipment that
needed to be sold.

She sent a message to Maslow from her gilt, “Prayers
aren’t working. My sister’s deathly ill and I must go to visit.
Please feed my pets.” He’d have to find someone else to handle the
buyers. She was too hot right now.

In front of her bright blue rental house surrounded
by desert plants four cop cars sat in the street. The tan car which
had been following boxed her in.

Damn. Too late to run. Her mind whirled. They didn’t
have anything on her, unless they’d found the hidden rooms at the
shop. There was nothing at her house. It barely had furniture.
She’d been a gypsy her entire life.

She got out of the van and cops surrounded her. She
felt confused and conflicted. Part of her wanted to fight her way
out of this, even knowing there was no hope of that. Another part
wanted to flee which was her normal action when cornered. The rest
of her simply wanted to give up.

One cop grabbed her, his rough hands zip-tying hers,
as another cop frisked her, but found no weapons.

She just stood there, forcing a look of confusion to
mask her face.

“What’s happening? I don’t understand.”

“Oh, I think you do,” said a voice behind her. She
couldn’t see his face, but recognized the voice. The cop from
earlier in the day.

“Lillian Cavaletti, you’re under arrest for the sales
of prohibited and protected artifacts and the sales and
distribution of a controlled substance.”

Her mind reeled at that one. They thought she was
smuggling Sanshay? Black Market? Shit, she was in real trouble if
they pinned both those on her. Cops out here on the outer planets
didn’t go by the rules. They could do anything to prisoners
to get information. She’d even heard of them tearing gilts out of
members of the Family. It killed the person very slowly and
painfully, but it also damaged the gilt. Made the information on it
unobtainable, mostly. Nobody wanted to be the victim of that piece
of nastiness.

She shook her head. “I just run a legal artifacts
shop. Jewelry, that sort of stuff. I have no idea what you’re
talking about.”

The cop who’d been in her shop snorted. “Lock her
up.”

“Please, I need to get more of my nalos. I used the
last one earlier. And I need to put my groceries in the
fridge.”

One of the cops checked her bracelet, finding it
empty.

“You’re not going in there,” said the cop she met
earlier, as he moved around in front of her. “Where are your
nalos?”

“Bathroom. In the medicine cabinet.” It had been
worth a try. Although Lillian hadn’t known what she could have
done. Sent an old style message to Maslow? Get a weapon and fight
her way out? None of those options would have worked.

The cop motioned for one of the others to get her
nalos.

They’d already started on her van. A cop held up the
Paradisian’s packs. The detective, that’s who the cop from her
store must be, pawed through them and pulled out a Paradisian
child’s skull, lavishly beaded.

Shit.

She’d been set up.

She was screwed.

How had she not noticed that? She hadn’t looked in
the male Paradisian’s huge pack. Just assumed it was the same sort
of stuff as the female showed her. Paradisians were known for their
honesty. And they didn’t normally traffic in bones. But a few of
them would do nearly anything to feed their chocolate addictions.
Just as many humans would do anything to feed their Sanshay
addictions. Had the Paradisians simply sold her the skull or were
they actually working with the cops?

They shoved her in the cop car and took her down to
the huge stone building. While she was being processed, they took
her bracelet and clothes, including the small knife inside her
boots. She got a thin white shirt and pants. No underwear, socks or
shoes. They locked her up in a small, completely enclosed cell. She
sat in the near darkness for a long time and finally went to
sleep.

Lillian didn’t know how much later it was when lights
blared on at her. But she felt groggy and confused. Her mouth was
dry and she needed water. Her gilt wasn’t working, of course. She’d
heard there were collodium barriers around the prisoner
sections.

The door opened and a man’s voice behind the light
said, “Get up.”

She stood, staggering a bit and walked towards him.
She followed him down a hallway, noting the two other guards
tagging along. Clearly they thought she’d try to make a run for it.
The odds weren’t good, so she wouldn’t. Yet.

The first guard shoved her into a room that smelled
of bad breath and sweat. The walls were a dirty beige color with
dark brownish, red smudges on them which made her shiver. Were
those marks from people being beaten and shoved up against the
wall?

The room felt hot, hotter than outside on a bad day.
The heat baked into her body in seconds and she felt
dehydrated.

The guard pointed towards a chair. She dropped down
onto the rickety plastic chair and scootched it towards the big
flimsy table. A little more protected.

An image flashed through her mind. Being picked up by
her short hair while sitting at such a table. The pain of being
slammed against a wall. The ghostly ache of it surged through her
body. The past. And maybe the future. She closed her eyes and tried
to push it all away, tears leaking out. She tried to make the
vulnerability away. Was this part of the Sanshay?

She concentrated on the cool stone floor beneath her
chilled feet. It almost balanced the heat in the room. Lillian
stared at the two chairs which sat on the other side of the table.
Who were they for?

The guard stood across the room from her, staring,
his arms crossed. She ignored him. That was the best way to deal
with people who had power, unless they were demanding
attention.

Why would anyone set her up? She wasn’t that
valuable. Maslow had two or three Family Members just like her in
every sizable city on the planet and quite a few sprinkled around
the dinky little towns as well. She was really, really good at what
she did, maybe even one of the best. But she was replaceable.
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