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Chapter 1

 

Summer 1981

 

"Well, Kate, they're watching Alex again." 

Col. Jack Harris jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and hunched his shoulders. A gray sky and a little drizzling rain would have matched his mood perfectly, standing here in the cemetery, but as usual he wasn't going to get what he wanted. 

"You'd think this would be a great summer, Alex at home and working part-time at the base with me, instead of taking summer classes. I thought it was a great idea, I could keep an eye on her and shield her from Payne. He's had a bug up his butt ever since she found that miracle cure medicine..."

He shrugged and nearly turned away from his wife's grave. The early morning brilliance of sunrise on diamond-dew grass, the perfume of ripening apples from the orchard across the highway, the gold and rose and royal blue of the sky as sunrise faded to full daylight all combined to mock him for his worries. Col. Harris knew that if his wife were there with him, she would understand, even as she teased him for his worries.

"It's just that Alex is all I have left, honey. Sometimes I just want to pack up my desk in a cardboard box and leave my bars at the gate when I leave at night. But my work is my life, now that you're gone. I don't know what I'd do if I lost her, but maybe I'm losing her already." He tried to chuckle, and raked his long-fingered, scarred hands through his graying, almost-longer-than-regulation black mop of hair.

"I wake up nights thinking about what Andrea told us, just before she died. You didn't believe her, but with everything that's happened the last couple years...what if she was right? If I pack up and get out like my gut says, I won't have the power to protect Alex if something goes wrong." He hunched his shoulders a little more, then went down on one knee to look at the polished, blue-gray marble face of the marker set flush with the emerald lawn. "I really miss you, sweetheart. More than ever. I'd give up everything--our plane, my whole career, everything we worked for--if I could have you back with me and Alex."

He waited as the day slowly grew brighter and warmer. The rush-whizz of cars streaking down the highway just beyond the dwarf-pine fence around the cemetery made a soft counterpoint to the slowing spin of his thoughts.

A motorcycle grumbled up the one-lane blacktop path behind him. It stopped and rumbled a few seconds before turning off.

"Hey, Dad?"

"How'd you know I was coming here?" Col. Harris got up and turned to meet Alex. 

He smiled to see her lifting off her scarred blue helmet and rake her fingers through her dark, straight hair. They were father and daughter by adoption, but there were some things that didn't need a genetic link to be transferred. They both narrowed their eyes the same way when they concentrated, and raked their fingers through their hair the same way. They loved to tinker with the open cockpit, two-seater prop plane they had named the Old Lady. They wore jeans and sweatshirts like a uniform whenever possible. And last winter, during her Christmas break, they had the best time restoring that motorcycle, which they had found during a Thanksgiving weekend ramble when they had tried to avoid the start of the Christmas shopping season. If it weren't for the risk of Payne actually having authority over Alex, he would have encouraged her to pursue a career as an engineer in the Air Force, just like him.

"You always come here after we spend the night stargazing and you talk about how you stole Mom's telescope to get her to go out with you." She gave him the lopsided, pained smile she had learned from her mother, Kathryn Gregory-Harris.

Right that moment, Col. Harris wished Alex were a redhead like his wife and her sisters, Dr. Marissa Gregory and Andrea. Just a little fantasy that Alex really was his daughter, tied to him with blood. Just a little comfort, to fight off the fears.

"You think you've got me pegged, huh?" He advanced on her. "It's Saturday, kiddo. What are you doing out of bed so early?"

"Habit." 

Her mouth twisted in that unreadable grimace she had picked up from her roommate, Jori Lawrence. Somewhere between a grin and an attempt to muffle pain. Col. Harris suspected she was having those dreams again, that woke her up sweating, to pace the living room in bad weather or go outside on the deck in good weather. The dreams she either wouldn't or couldn't talk about.

"You don't work for me anymore, remember? I set you free to goof off and have a break before the school year starts."

He had cut her loose as soon as his friends higher up in the chain of command sent warnings that Major Payne was making noises about Martin's Lake Air Force Base again, indicating he had found a new justification for visiting and looking over the shoulders of every officer at the base, starting with the commander. If he had to, Jack Harris would send Alex to another country to protect her from Payne's insinuations. One of these days, the paranoid cretin would slip up and Alex would know that he was involved in the death of Andrea Gregory, who had been her foster-mother before the Harrises adopted her.

"So, I'll sleep late on Monday." Alex shrugged and jerked a thumb up at the sky. "Great flying weather, huh?"

"Uh huh." He grinned and nodded. "I bet we have at least an hour of work on the Old Lady's engine before we can take her up."

"Then we'd better get it in gear, huh?" She clamped her helmet back on her head and gunned her motorcycle back into life, effectively killing the response he started to make. Not that Harris needed to say anything.

It was a perfect day for flying, as Alex had said. They had each other. They could put Martin's Lake Air Force Base behind them for the weekend. What more could they want?
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"Aren't you up a little early?" Col. Harris asked, as Alex stumbled into the kitchen Monday morning. He paused to take one last sip of his coffee, then dumped the remainder of the cup down the drain.

"What's early?" Alex caught up his uniform jacket from the back of his chair and held it out for him. "It's nearly seven." She grinned as he slid his arms into the sleeves. "Hard to break the habit. Usually I'm on my way to work by now."

"You're on break. Avoid the tyranny of the clock as long as you can." He tucked his briefcase under his arm and leaned back to brush a kiss across her forehead. "Afraid your old dad can't get off to work without your help?"

"Hardly." She sank down into the chair he had just vacated and pushed the backwards folded newspaper out of the way. "I just couldn't sleep."

"How about packing a picnic dinner and meeting me at the hangar tonight? We'll finish that overhaul of the Old Lady's brakes and take her up until it's too dark to fly." He tugged the kitchen door open and paused, waiting for an answer.

"That sounds good. Be there by five or I'm starting without you." Alex held the grin on her face until he chuckled and closed the door. Then she rested her head in her hands and closed her eyes. 

Last summer and the year before, she hadn't taken any vacation. Who needed summer vacation when her best friends were there, and all the attendant excitement of their secret lives? With all the danger and prophecies and civil wars, she and Jori and Bree had stuck together. This last year, while Jori took over running Old Solar's Shoppe, and Bree settled into married life and motherhood, they had still attended classes together. Jori and Alex had shared a dorm room and studied at Bree's little house in Logon at least twice a week. This summer, Bree had obligations in the other-dimensional world of Rehdonna as her family began rebuilding in the wake of the civil war. Jori opted not to take college classes so she could spend more time in Unipuri and the Midworld. So it had made sense for Alex to go home for the summer. The truth was, she felt guilty, leaving her father so much on his own since her mother died. She had enjoyed spending more time with him, earning money working at the Air Force R&D base, re-establishing her friendship with the test pilots and the engineers. She enjoyed taking time off from school, after going at college full-tilt for two straight years. Anticipating the coming school year, though, suddenly felt like putting on dirty, wet clothes that might have shrunk since the last time she put them on. The awful part in all this was that while it was easy to blame the dreams that tormented her again, she couldn't blame all her discontent on them.

"Straighten up," Alex growled at herself. 

She slouched back into her chair. What right did she have to feel sorry for herself? Except for her continuing dreams about the starship and the captain who seemed to know her very soul, her life was boring and ordinary. Especially taking her best friends' problems and responsibilities into consideration. Honestly, Alex wanted to stay boring and ordinary for the rest of her life.

She looked around the kitchen. It was immaculate, as always. Much of her summer had focused on ensuring the house stayed neat and clean and well-organized. 

"A clean house is a sign of a sick mind." She laughed and pushed herself up to her feet and out of the kitchen. If she didn't find something to do, she would start eating. Not good.

By eight-thirty, she had showered, shaved her legs, washed her hair, neatened her room and pulled out the crates of her college gear to sort through it, even though she had a month until classes started. Jori was living at Old Solar's now, and wanted Alex to move in with her, since Lew had left Willowood to live in the Midworld. Alex was still debating whether to accept or try to live by herself in the dormitory. She had promised to have an answer for Jori when they met at Bree's house at nine. 
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Bree came to the door of the little house she and Aravin had bought last March, holding Jimmy in the crook of one arm, when Alex drove up on her motorcycle. Her long, dark brown hair was pulled back and up in two ponytails, and the little boy was having a good time grabbing at the ribbons dangling from his mother's hair. Mother and son were dressed in as little as possible--shorts and T-shirt, and a blue pinstripe diaper.

"Thank goodness you're here. I need to look through a few storage boxes for my old sketch books and my arms are currently full," Bree said by way of greeting. She held out Jimmy. "Hold the wiggleworm while I navigate the mess downstairs, would you?"

"Uh--" Alex swallowed hard and took the boy. She loved black, curly hair and big green eyes, but usually on something at least twenty years older. Jimmy giggled and kicked and reached for her single braid, tied with a bright green sparkle cord.

She followed Bree through the tiny living room, down the hall and into the basement. The musty cool of cement block was a welcome relief from the threat of stifling humidity in the air. Even riding the motorcycle without a jacket hadn't helped dissipate the sweat threatening to paste her T-shirt to her back.

"This is a mess?" Alex looked around the long basement room; open to the supports for the floor above, three bare bulbs, carpet remnants laid out in one corner to designate Aravin's office, furnished with a battered desk, phone and four filing cabinets, and a long, double-thick stack of boxes and crates lining the opposite wall. 

"I was spoiled at Ari's home, that's all. Servants and rooms that make Buckingham Palace look shabby." Bree tugged the lid off a box that once held copier paper. "Ah ha!" She pulled out three sketch pads. "Upstairs. I decided that--" She paused and grinned as the doorbell rang. "The third Musketeer. Most of this is her fault."

"Jori?"

"Between her calling to make sure we were still meeting, and asking me if I'd been having any dreams about you--" Bree shrugged and gestured up the stairs. "I paid more attention to my dreams and they say I'll need my old sketchbooks. Remember how we used to wake up in the middle of the night and I'd sketch all the things you told me about in your dreams?"

"Yeah." Alex smiled. It morphed into a frown a moment later. "Why dreams about me?"

"I have no idea. Ask her when she gets here."

As usual, Jori had visibly changed since the last time the three friends were together. Today her hair was chopped off at her shoulders, when it had been nearly to her waist a week before. The dark brown mass had red and golden streaks from strong sun exposure, and a few spots on her bare arms looked glossy from burn and peeling. Her dreamstone almost glowed with a light of its own today.

"Okay, what's up with the dreams and playing high and mysterious master solar?" Alex demanded almost before their "third Musketeer" came through the door.

"This." Jori held out a box, a little bigger than a deluxe video tape box, wrapped in brown paper. Prominent in dark green ink was Alex's name, in care of Old Solar's Shoppe.

"Why would somebody send something to you at the shop?" Bree murmured. She took her son from Alex.

"Because they know..." Alex forgot how to breathe a moment. She felt caught somewhere between nausea and dizziness.

"They know what?" Jori caught hold of her arm and guided her down the hall to the kitchen. "I hope you made a pot of crystal vein, Bree. Something tells me we're going to need it."

"I heard Dad talking with his pal in Colorado Springs. Payne the Pain is on the warpath again, and Dad is his favorite target. When he's scraping to find something, he gets on my back, for some reason." She felt her face twist into a teeth-baring grimace. Her fingers dug harder into the package. It felt like metal underneath, hard and unyielding, but didn't seem to weigh much. What was it?

"Somebody wants you to have this without the military knowing." Jori guided Alex into the closest chair. "This is getting serious. This is someone who knows us well enough to know I'd give it to you without opening it, first."

"What's really crazy," Alex whispered, "is that I think I dreamed about this last night. It's all such a blurry jumble, just impressions."

"What have I told you two about listening to your dreams?" She grinned and settled down in a chair after turning it around to straddle its ladderback.

For several long moments, Alex looked at her two friends, her best friends, with whom she had gone through so much in the last few years. Why had so many odd things happened to them and yet nothing to her? Maybe now it was her turn. Maybe the universe was fair after all. Or, considering the dreams that had plagued her for years, maybe the weird things had been happening all along, finally building up to a breaking point.

She nodded and bent to examine the package. She ran her fingernail along the torn edge, searching for a weak spot. Silently, Bree reached back and tugged on a kitchen drawer and brought out a tiny paring knife, which she handed to Alex. She took it equally silently and carefully slit one long side of the wrapping.

The package was wrapped in a double layer of the brown paper, then foil. Alex frowned and paused a moment. Why would someone need to wrap foil around it? 

Not aluminum foil. This felt thicker. Heavier, too, when she picked it up. It bent softly, if that was the proper way to describe it.

"Lead, I think," Jori said when Alex passed it to her. She bent it a little and squeezed it between her fingers. 

"Are you sure?" Bree slid Jimmy into his high chair and freed up her hands so she could take the sheet of lead foil next and bend it.

"With all the things I come in contact with, as a Solar and running Lew's store... yep."

"To protect it from x-ray machines," Alex whispered. Then a moment later she wondered where that thought had come from.

"Makes sense," Bree said, nodding. "If you know the military is watching someone, and you want them to get something, and you know enough to send it to a friend, you'd take precautions against the Post Office or someone who can get into the Post Office, using x-ray machines. Just in case someone is more paranoid than you expected."

Alex nodded and took off the next layer of brown paper. Her dreams from restless nights hovered and whispered at the edges of her memory, irritating, like whispering juvenile delinquents in a movie theater after the lights went down. Next was a layer of bubble wrap, leaving the package thinner than she had thought. Slightly smaller than a video tape box. Alex looked at the glossy black surface, the sliding compartment covers, and realized she was looking at the back of the unit. There was no note, no letter, nothing to identify who had sent it to her.

"Stupid," she muttered. 

Just two months ago, someone had tried to send a bomb into her father's office at the base. There had been no return address on that package, either, and the very alert corporal in the mail room had suspected trouble. It had taken weeks of careful watching and asking questions. They had tracked down the very foul-mouthed old man who had sent the bomb, thanks to the man's curiosity. After all, he had heard nothing about an explosion on the base, and he wanted to know what was going on. When someone started asking not-quite-discrete questions about a cover-up at the base, the security team knew they had their man. He had a record of trying to halt or destroy anything having to do with military research.

That didn't help Alex now, though. She had torn into the package without considering the absence of the return address. She turned over the unit. Fragments of memories of seeing someone using this flashed through her head. She thought she could run it without thinking, as naturally as breathing--even though she had never touched this before in her life.

At least, she thought she had never touched it before.

Alex knew she was breathing; she could hear her gasping inhalations, feel her chest moving, but nothing seemed to be getting to her brain.

Think, she scolded herself. Don't act like those brainless twits in the movies. Handle it. You can't just sit here and stare at it until Dad comes home.

Her father.

Dream fragments solidified into an image of what her father, the Air Force colonel, the head of the research base at Martin's Lake, would do if he saw what sat in her limp hands. Alex knew what kind of trouble she would be in with military security if they found out about this.

"What is it?" Jori asked quietly.

"Oh--heck," Bree said. "I've seen it, from your dreams."

"What?" she demanded. "Alex, do you know what it is?"

"Yeah." Alex waited while Bree shuffled through her sketchpads from the last few years of college. Her stomach twisted as she recalled those quiet, companionable nights when she woke from her dreams of the starship and told Bree about the things she saw, and her roommate sketched them. Accurately. Almost as if she took the images directly from Alex's mind.

"Got it, I think," Bree whispered. She looked to Alex, who nodded and hefted the gizmo so both her roommates could see it.

"This is a datapad. I can record things on it and use it to identify things for me, kind of like a walking encyclopedia, and it can tell me where I am and scan my medical condition and I can talk to my ship with it." She swallowed hard and felt slightly out of breath. "If it's real."

"It looks real enough," Bree said. "Here it is, in living color." She turned the sketchbook around so the other two could see it.

From the two pale silver-blue screens, the tiny speaker grid mesh, the rows of emerald buttons along two sides, the retractable scanner wand and the five input slots for data crystals, it was exactly the same as the real thing that now sat on the tiny kitchen table, between the empty baby bottles and the wilting flowers and the turntable with sugar and creamer, salt and pepper and napkin holder.

"You've been having your dreams about a starship again, haven't you?" Jori gently stroked along the edge of the datapad with one finger.

"Forget about my dreams--this is real. Someone wanted me to have it pretty badly, to send it to you instead of my house. They knew about Payne the Pain," Alex added on a whisper.

"But you dreamed this, a long time ago. You had a lot of dreams about a starship and the people on board and the equipment you used," she pressed. "You told us once that you wouldn't need lessons if you ever got to fly a real Dart ship, because you had spent so much dreamtime flying one."

"Jori--"

"Listen to her," Bree said. She caught hold of Alex's hand, squeezing hard to punctuate her words. "Dreams aren't just your subconscious speaking to you, no matter what Dr. Matkin said in all those psychology classes we suffered through." She tried to grin. "Dreams are warnings. They're communication. They're doorways into other worlds, other layers of reality."

"If anybody else had just said that to me, I'd be running for my life." Alex didn't know if she wanted to laugh or scream.

"We're speaking from experience," Jori said. "Alex, you've been the best friend either of us could ever ask for. You helped us out of some tight spots in the last few years, and you never asked questions when we told you not to. You were there for us. You were someone we could depend on. Bree and I both know from experience that dreams are very important. And dangerous. They happen for a reason. Didn't you ever wonder why your dreams about the ship were so consistent?"

"What do you mean, consistent?" Alex found her hands wrapped around the datapad. Like a security blanket. She almost dropped it back onto the table.

"Real dreams--just dreams, you know?--change in midstream. You're dreaming about Disneyland, and suddenly you're heading into your first class of the semester without any pants on. That kind of dream." Jori shrugged and grinned. Alex surprised herself by grinning back. "Your dreams about the ship, every one you ever told us about, stayed just about the ship and the crew and whatever adventure you were on. Never changing. Always consistent. Always finishing the story, I guess you'd say."

"I never realized... But Master Ambri said something about that before, didn't he?" She nodded and sat back in the chair, cradling the datapad between her hands. "So all this time, someone was showing me real things, instead of just using images to get through to me?"

"They were certainly telling you something. You knew what the datapad was and what it could do, before you got it."

"I bet you know how to use it, too," Bree added.

"Use it?" Alex nearly laughed. "It's not just a stupid Hollywood prop, is it? It could really work, couldn't it?"

"Try it," Jori urged.

"Jori, is that smart?" Bree glanced at Jimmy, who played contentedly with the squeeze toys attached to the tray of his high chair.

"It's not a bomb, if that's what you're afraid of." She turned her wristband so they both could see her dreamstone. The stripes of color moved slowly, almost lazily.

"What is it supposed to do? Tell you when a nuclear bomb is supposed to go off?" Alex felt the joke fall flat almost before it left her lips.

"It tells me when danger is near, yes." She reached out and pressed Alex's hands tighter around the datapad. "Someone wanted you to have this. I don't think it's just a big, elaborate paperweight. Nobody gives you anything without a reason. If you know how to use it, use it."

"Easy for you to say." Still, Alex knew her friend was right. 

Jori had changed since they were freshmen, grown somewhat mysterious, somewhat idealistic, with a heavy dose of bitter reality and courage thrown in. 

Nodding, Alex cradled the datapad in one hand and rested her fingers along the row of buttons on the short end. She held her breath and let her fingers press a sequence of buttons without trying to tell them what to do.

"What are you doing?" Bree asked on a half-whisper.

"I'm calling--" Alex choked back a nervous giggle. "I'm calling the ship, I guess." She wondered why she had chosen to do that, instead of asking the datapad for information on something.

"Nothing's happening." Jori sounded almost disappointed.

"Maybe nobody's listening at the other end."

"Maybe." Bree stood and turned in the tiny kitchen, snatched up the tea kettle and went to the sink to fill it. "How about grapes and chocolate grahams with our tea?"

"How can you talk about food at a time like this?" Alex said with a more real laugh.

"I'm a mommy now. I have to be sensible."

"I'm a little disappointed," Jori said. "You'd think with the effort expended--"

"Hello, Alex," a woman said, her voice coming soft and distortion-free from the tiny speaker grid, which lit up with a soft green light. 

Alex slowly put the datapad down on the table, in case she lost her grip on it--along with her sliding grip on reality.

"I'm glad we can finally talk. It would be better if it were face to face," the woman continued. "I've chosen to contact you now because...well, time is running short for both of us."

Alex nodded. Yes, her dreams had been telling her such things. Maybe for years.

"The Estal'es'cai is ready to go home," she whispered.

"Very ready. It all depends on you, my dear Alex." The woman sounded caught somewhere between laughter and tears, her voice thick. There was a pause. "Alex, sensors show there are three other people in the room with you. Was this wise?"

"You bet it was wise." Jori leaned closer to the datapad and looked directly into one of the tiny silver screens. "We're Alex's friends. She needs us."

"Indeed she does. Records identify your voice as Jori Lawrence. Thank you for delivering the package to Alex. We didn't have anyone else we could trust."

"Who are you?" Bree said. 

"Alex knows," the woman said. "I suspect this won't even begin to be fully real to her until she says it." Another pause. "Will you, Alex?"

"Herin K'veer. Captain of the Leaper ship, Estal'es'cai. In the old tongue, it means 'starsong'. You've been waiting... " Alex choked. Both her friends got up from their chairs, as if to leap to catch her. She held up her hands to stop them. "You're my--my real--my birth mother," she finally said, after struggling for the words.

Jori stared. Bree reached for Jimmy and lifted him out of his high chair, cuddling him close, as if she thought someone would come snatch away her son.

"I'm not here to disrupt your life, Alex," Herin said, when the silence in the room had begun to ring. "We need your help."

"Who are 'we'?" Jori demanded.

"Me, and the survivors of my crew. An accident brought us to your universe and damaged my ship, stranding us, killing most of us, and separating me from Alex. My daughter. We want to go home, and it is far beyond time to go home. We need Alex's help to do that."

"When?" Alex whispered.

"Soon. When you've learned more than I could show you in your dreams." A choked laugh escaped Herin. "It will take some time to assimilate, Alex. Please, give me time to tell you the whole story. Then you can decide what to do. If you wish, I will leave you alone and never bother you again."

"What, here and now?" Alex looked around the tiny kitchen, her two friends watching her and the baby boy chewing on his rattle with drooly, happy absorption.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"No. Meet me at the Lyndvale Mall, in front of the book store, in an hour."

"An hour." She nodded. Then blushed when she realized Herin couldn't see her response. "Okay."

There was a high-pitched beep. Then the soft green light in the speaker grid died.

Alex clenched her hands, resisting the temptation to grab hold of the edges of her chair to keep from falling to the floor--or maybe flying up to the ceiling. It felt like the entire room was spinning around underneath her.

"Alex?" Jori gripped her shoulder and shook her a little when she didn't respond. "Do you need to lie down? You look white. Bree, how about some crystal vein tea?"

"No. I'm--" She realized she wasn't breathing. Alex consciously took a deep breath. The spinning sensation receded a little.

"Suppose all this is true. How could a woman in a starship--where could you hide a starship around here, anyway? But how could she be your mother?"

"Alex is adopted," Bree said. She brought a glass of water to the table and handed it to Alex, who nodded her thanks and took a long drink. 

"I knew that."

"Her aunt, Dr. Gregory, works with Doc Harland, over at Lyndvale University."

"Yeah. I know that too. What's with the whole 'as you know' speech?"

"There was another sister, Andrea. She was Alex's foster-mother, but she was killed in a car crash, so the Colonel and his wife, the third sister, Kathryn adopted Alex."

"Andrea was the only one who knew who my real mother was," Alex whispered. She put the empty glass down on the table with a soft thud. "Well, I guess I'm going to get some answers soon, huh?"

"You want us to go with you?" Jori asked.

Alex thought about it, but almost immediately she knew that couldn't be. Whatever Herin said to her, it had to be said without any friends or witnesses around. Jori and Bree had their own secrets and "otherness" to deal with, but they were able to keep it hidden from the rest of the world and continue a semblance of normalcy. As Jori had said, how could someone hide a starship? Why had Herin--her biological mother--limited herself to communicating through Alex's dreams all these years? Alex suspected Herin had held back because contact would be difficult, messy, and dangerous.

Then she thought of Major Payne and his games of "Hunt for the Traitor" every few years. He hadn't been visible on the base since her mother died, but Alex knew he had his spies and tentacles everywhere. Her father's low-key tension all summer had been evidence of that. Alex decided right there, the fewer people involved, the quieter she moved through this entire mess, the happier everyone would be.

"Thanks," she murmured, mustering up a smile for her friends. "This Musketeer has to do it alone, right now."
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Halfway to Lyndvale, Alex considered stopping by the university and asking her aunt, Dr. Marissa Gregory to come with her. She could confirm or point out the weak points in Herin's story and bring up logical reasons why it couldn't work, despite Alex's dreams and how she had recognized Herin's voice and simply knew things were true. Or could it be the knowing, the believing, was because she remembered them? 

"But what are the chances it's a trick?" Alex asked the wind slapping her in the face. "I mean, she knows about my dreams, she sent the datapad to me...either she's a really good guesser or she went to a lot of work to find out things about me..." She swallowed hard and gunned her motorcycle through a yellow light.

Her mother was a woman on a spaceship.

What did that make Alex? An alien, too? Or was she born on Earth?

"How did Andrea get hold of a space baby? Why the heck wasn't I raised by my own family?" Alex nearly laughed aloud when she realized she felt angry instead of confused and afraid. Angry was better; it cleared her mind and gave her a shot of adrenaline.

She had the awful feeling she was going to need a very clear mind and hyper-alert senses for the next few hours.

Lyndvale Mall was twenty minutes by foot from the main campus of Lyndvale State University. Alex rarely visited. She preferred used bookstores and discount theaters, when she had time to watch movies. She saved the mall for Christmas and birthday shopping. Three levels, built with five wings in a star shape, and out-parcel restaurants scattered among the wings like spatters from a fire. Alex didn't know if the hugeness annoyed her or if she considered it an adventure, something to explore and unknown territory to conquer.

At this time of the morning, the mall traffic was just starting to arrive. The mall walker exercise groups had already been there for a half hour, but Alex still found good parking in front of the Penny's entrance. It was the closest point to the bookstore. She had considered parking as far as possible, to give her time to brace herself for the encounter. Then, the thought that she might want to get away quickly made her reconsider the plan. What if Herin had accomplices, and they were waiting to grab Alex if she wasn't cooperative? After all, so many of her dreams had shown her members of the crew working on the starship.

Members of the crew had died in some huge disaster that kept replaying in Alex's dreams every few months. What if there were no more crew left, just Herin, living alone in her ship?

Alex had been adopted by Col. Harris and Kathryn when she was less than two years old. She knew Andrea had been fostering her for maybe four months before she died in the car crash. That meant she had been separated from her birth mother for more than eighteen years. She doubted Herin was looking for a tearful reunion or to take her to the next mother-daughter banquet.

"I'm crazy," Alex muttered, as she slung off her helmet and hooked it over her elbow and headed for the door. "I shouldn't even be considering what she says. I should have called Dad and told him--and asked for a couple MPs to come with me, at the very least."

Then a gaggle of mall walkers in Reeboks and lavender and turquoise jogging suits came through the door and Alex shut her mouth. She hurried through the closest mall door, ignoring the Craftsman store at the entrance and the tempting tool display, despite her father's upcoming birthday and knowing he wanted a specific ratchet set to work on their plane. Anyone else would have dragged their feet and delayed and looked at clothes. Alex wanted to get the meeting over and done with and settle her questions before she had time to get really scared or angry. She had reached the point of simmer now, enough to be alert and energetic without losing control of her mouth.

One woman waited on the bench in front of the book store, between two stunted palm trees stretching toward the skylight two stories above. Alex slowed her steps, taking in the silver-streaked black hair, caught up in multiple braids wrapped around her head. She had the oddest impression that she should see green and blue beads woven through those braids. The woman had a square chin and wide cheekbones--somewhat like Alex's, but sculpted away by years, perhaps by hunger or pain. A few steps closer showed Alex lines around the stranger's mouth and eyes, but she didn't look bitter. She looked tired. She waited calmly, hands folded, dressed in new brown hiking boots, pale blue jeans and an over-sized green sweatshirt. She had no purse, no bags, nothing to indicate she was there to shop.

Alex knew her, like she knew her own face in the mirror.

Or, more correctly, she had seen through Herin's eyes in dreams, catching glimpses of her face in shiny surfaces on board the ship. Sometimes a young face, sometimes lined with strain and pain, sometimes even at rest like now, but it was always the same face.

"You really should try to blend in more," Alex offered as she got within ten feet of the bench. "The walkers are leaving to make room for the shoppers, and you don't look like you're ready to shop."

"You sound like your father," Herin said, smiling. She stood, revealing she and Alex were the same height.

"Are you going to say I look like him, too?"

"No, you take after my side of the family. Your brother, Garan, takes after your father. Silver-white hair since he was a baby, and those big, dark eyes. You look a lot like your aunt, Rhiann."

"Hold it." Alex dropped down onto the bench. Her head hurt. "Why are you doing this to me?"

"Because it's your heritage, your right to know who you are and where you come from." Herin sat down, putting half the length of the bench between them. "And because I--we--need your help."

"What, you and your crew and your big spaceship are stranded here on Earth?" She wanted to laugh, but her stomach twisted and her sense of balance fled and she gripped the side of the bench and didn't care how white her knuckles grew.

"Not on Earth, but we are stranded, yes." Herin looked around the open court between the stores. Since Alex had arrived, only twenty or so people had walked by. "We need more noise around us, if we're going to talk."

"Huh?"

"Do you really want people to overhear us talking about starships and interdimensional travel and alien encounters and military spies?" She stood and held out a hand, beckoning for Alex to follow. "Come, I've become addicted to hot chocolate, and I think you could use a cup."

Alex sputtered a laugh, but she did manage to get to her feet and follow Herin. They said nothing to each other as they walked down the arm of the mall to the center court. The food courts were on the second and third floors. They took the escalator to the third floor, which had a reputation for funneling all sounds into the food court so no one could talk without shouting. The Coffee Mill and two stalls selling breakfasts were the only places open at this hour. They bought large, frothy cups with sprinkles of cinnamon on mounds of whipped cream, and took seats in a secluded corner.

"To lost friends and family," Herin said when they had sipped for a few seconds in silence. She raised the green cardboard cup in a toast. "I remember how Captain Lin always saved our version of chocolate for special occasions, or for when we'd been through a hard time. It does help. I could never develop a taste for coffee. Amazing how many different dimensions and universes have developed coffee of one type or another, as well as chocolate. Such things prove Fi'in is everywhere, my mother used to say."

"Why are you here, now?"

"I lost my mother when I wasn't much older than you. I can't tell you how much I wanted to contact you when you lost Mrs. Harris, Alex, just so I could hold you and let you cry. I knew my arriving in the middle of your loss wouldn't be welcome. You'd see me as an intruder, not someone who cared."

"It's been a year since my mom died. Why have you waited this long?"

"I was afraid. Because I didn't want to disrupt your life. Because your father's circumstances, the mistakes Andrea and I made...contacting you could put you in peril, could confirm to our enemies' suspicions, and destroy the relative safety you enjoyed. Because there was nowhere to take you if you were endangered, but back to the ship, and until recently, we were unable to even attempt a return to our own universe. And quite frankly, because I didn't see any way of getting your help without raising suspicions and leaving you in trouble when we left."

"Leaving me...when you left." Alex grinned and sat back in her hard plastic chair. "You mean, you're not taking me away in your spaceship?"

"Your life is here, Alex. You're Alexandra Harris, not Asanda K'veer. Your father is Col. Harris of Martin's Lake Air Force Base, not Commander Gorgi Cole of the Scout Corps. You speak English, not Commonwealth Standard. You ride motorcycles and fly a bi-plane that you and your father love tinkering with. You have the skills and the in-born talent to be a Leap captain, but that's not where your training is. I can't take you away from your life and force you to live mine."

"Then why did you contact me now?" Alex whispered. She shivered, realizing that she did believe Herin, absolutely. There was no way she could doubt the sincerity and pain in the woman's eyes and voice and face. And yet there were so many questions, so many reasons not to trust her.

"I didn't abandon you."

"How did you know I was thinking that?"

"I am a Leap captain, as you are, even if you never grasp that destiny, Alex. Part of our in-born gift includes mind-speaking. Telepathy, if you will, but limited. Captains can only speak to other captains. I can hear your thoughts, I get glimpses of the most vivid images flickering through your mind. I should have contacted you years ago, just to teach you some shielding. There is only so much I am able to teach you in the dreams I send you." Herin rested her hand on Alex's and squeezed. She chuckled. "It's rather disconcerting to catch bits of hormonal overload. I haven't gone through such feelings since Gorgi was trying to romance me long-distance. We never seemed to have any privacy when we did manage to get together. It was rather frustrating... That young lieutenant is rather adorable, though. You should consider pursuing him."

Alex blushed and slouched down in the chair. "I can't believe this is... Why do I believe you so easily? I mean, even discounting all my dreams. I've been seeing through your eyes, haven't I?"

"And suffering my illnesses. Remember last year, when you couldn't sleep and you were having the most horrid dreams?" Herin smiled a little when Alex nodded, remembering. "I was injured on a supply-gathering trip, and picked up a rather nasty infection that my body couldn't quite fight. We keep ourselves isolated in our ship as much as possible, to avoid problems. That doesn't allow us to build up immunities to things that you could shrug off. I was deathly ill and delirious and you caught the overflow of all my most painful, guilty memories. When you vanished...yes, I know, through your thoughts, about the doorway and the Midworld. When your friend took you out of contact range and broke our link, I went into crisis and it snapped me out of my illness. We all panicked, everyone came out of stasis, and we took turns searching for you with our last two Dart ships, to see if you were injured as well." She swallowed hard. "Or dead. Or that venomous Major Payne had finally followed through on his threats and took you into custody and drugged you deeply enough to snap our link."

"All the UFO sightings," she whispered. To Alex's surprise, Herin blushed a little. "That was you, searching for me. This is so crazy, but I know it's all true."

"I've been speaking to you in your dreams for years, teaching you about Leap ships and your heritage. Your subconscious knows and recognizes me, even if your waking mind still doubts." Herin stared into her cup, her smile fading. "For years, I thought you were dead, Alex. I thought you died in the wreck that killed Andrea. I thought my ship and crew and I were trapped in this universe, until the day your Leap talent began to manifest and I could hear your thoughts."

"Trapped." A chill washed over her that had nothing to do with the heavy blast of air conditioning cascading down her back. "You need me to run the ship, is that it?"

"Leap captains link with our ships, to slide through the fabric of space-time and travel between dimensions. I was damaged in the catastrophe that brought us to this universe. I can link with the ship enough to teach you what to do, but not enough to create the temporary tear and generate the field to transition the ship back to our home universe. You have the talent. The link between our minds is proof of that. We've been waiting for you to grow up and be strong enough, disciplined enough to do what I can't." She caught hold of both Alex's hands and the lines around her eyes grew deeper with her earnestness. "All we ask of you, Alex, is that you take us to our home universe. Other Leapers will bring you back here. At the most, you would lose three, four days of your life. I'm sure you could cover that up with a last-minute trip. A last fling before the school year starts. No one would ever know."

"Three days to visit another universe? That's..." She shook her head, feeling that familiar, after-dream dizziness. She wanted to say it was impossible to go to other worlds and come back within days, but Jori and Bree could go to other worlds as easily as taking a few steps, going through a doorway and back again. Why not with starships as well?

"Leap ships travel dimensions, not physical distance." A mischievous grin caught one side of Herin's mouth. Alex was startled to recognize that particular way of grinning as her own.

"If Dad ever found out I was on a starship and I didn't tell him or bring back something to study, he'd kill me." 
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"What does my father look like? And my brother?"

Alex and Herin had gone to the picnic grove by the docks at Martin's Lake. It was the most secluded spot Alex could think of. It was still early enough in the morning that the people fleeing the heat of the day wouldn't be invading the area yet. They could talk without being overheard. Alex had seen enough "alien invasion" or "military hunts the poor, friendly alien" movies to know what the reaction would be if someone overheard the discussion she needed to have with Herin. Besides, as the daughter of the commander of an Air Force research base, Alex knew more than she wanted to know about security and spy scares and just how much trouble she would be in if even a whisper of the truth became known. Especially if Major Payne, spiritual son of Torquemada, got involved.

Still, it had been an interesting trip, even if taken in total silence. Herin had never ridden a motorcycle, not even as a passenger. Alex had caught a sensation of excitement that wasn't her own and wondered if her mother didn't have such strong control over her emotions. She would have to take the woman back to the mall, where she would meet a bus and go out a safe distance to where her Dart ship was waiting. Herin had come into the area a week ago, to find a safe hiding place and mail the datapad to Jori, and then to wait until Alex activated it. Alex appreciated the caution she had exercised.

"Did you bring the datapad with you?" Herin leaned back against the table and looked out over the lake. The strong sunlight cast an unbroken glare on the calm surface of the water, except for a few dark spots where feeding trout and water bugs created ripples. "I loaded it with everything you could need to answer your questions...although, I admit I am pleased you opened up contact first, before exploring."

Alex brought the datapad from her motorcycle's saddle bag and set it on the rough wood table top. Her fingers danced over the buttons, activating the larger of the two screens. She stopped short when a stream of unfamiliar symbols danced across the screen. "How come--"

"How do you know what to do, if you don't think about it? I taught you in your dreams. Shared all my memories, my training. You can even speak the language if you don't try to think about it. Teaching you to read the language was a problem. Then I realized that you would probably never need to read anything from our home universe, so..." She shrugged and reached over to tap three more keys on the end of the datapad. The screen cleared the symbols and then both screens lit.

Father and son--that was visible with the first glance. The older man had lines around his eyes and mouth, a burn mark across one cheek, and a few days' growth of silvery-white stubble on chin and cheeks. He looked tired, but his dark eyes were bright as he looked into the lens that captured his image, and he smiled. He had a square face and thick brows and his mane of silvery-white hair needed a wash and a cut. Alex decided she liked him.

The younger man--her brother--had the same thick head of pale hair, but it had been tamed and looked wet, combed neatly into place. He sat stiff and straight, his mouth a flat line, his posture reeking of dignity. Delight danced in his dark eyes. He wore a dark gray shirt with two insignias on either side of his high, round collar; a circle of blue with a green pine tree inside, then a compass of green with a blue sword across it.

"The Commonwealth, and the Scout Corps," Alex whispered. Again she felt that odd, half-dizzy sensation. "It's all in my dreams, isn't it?"

"When you have the need, the ability and knowledge will come to you." Herin turned the datapad to look at the images. "That's always been my favorite image of your father. It was taken just as he was returning from a mission. He never liked getting dressed up and posing for pictures. Your brother's picture was taken the day he entered Scout Corps training. I was so proud of him, taking after his father like that."

"Why didn't he train to be a Leap captain?"

"The Leap talent is gender-linked. Mother to daughter."

"Oh." Alex had the feeling she should have known that without even thinking about it. She probably did know that, but didn't know how to access all her dream-given memories and knowledge. "Why did you let me grow up without knowing you? Why did you send me away--you gave me to Andrea, didn't you? Wouldn't it have been easier to just teach me, face to face?"

"It would. I had planned just that, but fate intervened. Fi'in's hand. Destiny. Bad luck. What is the saying here? Murphy's Law?" Herin managed to smile, but Alex saw the flatness in her eyes that came from pain.

"What happened? How did we get separated?"

Inside her head, a voice insisted she was crazy to believe all this, that she couldn't possibly be the daughter of a captain from outer space. Alex told the voice to shut up, and gave it a good, swift mental kick.

"We were attacked, coming out of transition. I'm still not sure if we emerged into the middle of a battle, or that particular universe had devolved into civil war since the last Leaper visited. The only way to save ourselves was to take the Leap immediately, almost before the rift between dimensions closed up. The ship was badly damaged and we went crooked, as the saying goes. I was injured. I spent nearly two Earth months in stasis, healing. It wasn't enough to heal all my injuries." Herin pressed her index fingers to her temples, as if to explain. "I'm not able to make the link with the ship to the extent necessary to take us home. I can feel our home universe on the other side, and even weaken the fabric of space-time, but I can't generate the field to enclose the ship for the transition itself. I can't even pierce the dimensions strongly enough to send a message home to call for help. We hoped that with time, I would heal enough to do that, but..." She shook her head. "The khrystal of our ancestors does not provide miracle cures as it once did. It has sunk too deeply into our genetics, fallen too deeply into sleep, or perhaps is too weak. None of that matters now. Thank Fi'in, I am able to link far enough, strongly enough, to teach you and to guide you in your first Leap. But that is all."
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