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Chapter 1

 

Inspector Panterra and his Set'ri forces had invaded the colony world, Rensler, under false pretenses at the end of spring. The rains held on into the summer, making Edrian Rensler think the fifteen-sol cycle of horrific weather had broken and would strike early. While he could see advantages to the foreigners struggling with the unpredictable weather shifts, frustrating their constant hunt for resisters and the traitors among their own ranks, the disadvantages for the colonists loomed larger. 

The main industry and source of income for the colony was the research, development, and processing of the exotic native plants and minerals for medical use. This made Rensler valuable enough for the Central Allied Worlds to keep up at least a pretense of support and protection. The killer weather cycle could seriously disrupt the growing and harvesting cycles.

The planet remained a prime target whenever there was a new uprising and rebellion in the CAW. The planet's location off the beaten track should have relegated it to backwater status, but the medicinal wealth of the colony undid all the efforts of the first generation of colonists to fade from the memory of the Central Allied Worlds. Insurrectionists had tried to recruit or threaten Rensler's people into supporting them at least once every generation. At the time of the founding, the planet had been beyond the rim of CAW colonization. Edrian's multi-great-grandfather had hoped the Central Allied Worlds would never find them.

What use is hoping? Edrian clicked and whistled to his Nightskimmer companion and mount, Aeza. 

They had paused in their regular nighttime patrol of the skies over the colony core to sit on a high outcropping and simply look over the landscape. Everything was dark with wet and shadows. At this time of the summer, the stars and moons should have illuminated the rivers and plains and forests spreading out below him brightly enough not to need his infrared or ultraviolet lenses to see while flying.

Aeza didn't answer, and he smiled inside the stifling protection of his flying mask. Nightskimmers were intelligent creatures, and Dr. Parys had commented more than once that they showed their intelligence by ignoring rhetorical or philosophical questions.

The constantly miserable, wet, cloudy weather allowed Edrian to stay out until nearly sunrise, but also created problems. It encouraged a prolonged growing season for the springtime species that thrived in wet weather. However, they choked out other valuable species needing drier conditions. Some plants were vital to the chemical balance in the soil for the dry weather plants, which in turn prepared the soil for plants that would sprout, mature, and ripen during the fall and winter. A delay in the change of the seasons could create a cascade effect that impacted the entire harvest cycle.

The wealth of Rensler didn't matter to Edrian as much as the retaliatory actions the occupation forces would take when the harvesters, explorers, and research scientists couldn't bring in the abundance of pharmaceuticals from the forests and jungles and river plains. Just two nights ago, while listening inside the walls of the invaders' quarters in Government House, Edrian had heard several of the Set'ri complaining to Panterra. If they didn't start seeing some of the wealth of native pharmaceutical to assist their plans for galaxy domination, they might consider abandoning Rensler. Their superiors had promised them incredible rewards and a chance to create new ways to control minds and bodies. Rensler wasn't the ripe fruit, easily plucked, they had been promised. The people weren't as easily subverted or intimidated as they had been led to believe.

Inspector Panterra hadn't snapped and snarled at his underlings. Edrian wished he had a video feed in the man's office, so he could see his expression. For a long time, his dearest hope, the focus of all his efforts at harassing the Set'ri forces, was to get the inspector to fail so miserably his superiors shipped him off Rensler. A long, quiet discussion with Dr. Parys and his mother, Gaelen, had taught Edrian the error of that goal. They didn't want someone new to come in, an unknown quantity, and therefore hard to predict and work around. They wanted Panterra to stay, until he convinced his superiors the Set'ri should write off Rensler as useless and a waste of all their time and resources.

But not before they released Elbarto and Erion, Edrian's grandfather and father, the former and current governors of the colony, before fleeing the solar system for good.

Rain, Aeza chirp-clicked. Heavy cold long. Before sun.

Edrian sighed and patted her long neck, and turned to swing up into the saddle on her back. While Nightskimmers enjoyed being out in the rain, unlike the horses they resembled, with the addition of massive leather wings, fangs and talons, he did not. Last summer he had experimented with flying costumes because of the sweltering conditions, even flying at speeds guaranteed to dry his sweat instantly. This summer, he was glad of the heavy cloak and thick tunic, padded with heat-absorbing material to hide him from the ever-watchful Set'ri spy-bots. The invaders seemed to have an endless supply, producing new ones as quickly as they were destroyed. At least the Nightskimmers enjoyed their nightly games of snatching the tiny flying devices from the sky and smashing them to the ground. 

He tightened his flying straps and patted Aeza between her floppy ears. They immediately stiffened and rose up, widening to scoop up all the sounds the most sophisticated spying gear couldn't catch. Edrian had proof the Nightskimmers could hear activity underwater and underground, kilometers away. Aeza's sensitivity had saved his life dozens of times as he interfered with Set'ri activities, warned the resisters, and help defectors escape their Set'ri superiors.

Without prompting, Aeza flew north and west, toward where his older brother, Eryk, had relocated his resistance command post. Edrian always checked in with him either at the start of his night patrol or at the end. Making their mother happy was even more important than staying on top of changes in the invaders' activities. Until their father and grandfather were released from Set'ri custody, their number two priority was assuring Gaelen they were safe and being sensible, and hadn't gone haring off across the continent to the coast to attack the base the Set'ri were rumored to be constructing. Their first priority was getting deep enough into the Set'ri security system to learn where Elbarto and Erion were being held prisoner. They assumed their father and grandfather were being held prisoner on board the Set'ri mothership, but it had left orbit soon after Councilmember Anselm Luzayn and other high-ranking government officials had escaped, with Edrian's help. So far, no clues had appeared to give the Rensler family any hope or guidance in locating the two missing men. Eryk's specialty, after flying, lay in manipulating tech, creating new invasive programs that kept devouring Set'ri programming and turning it against them. On a regular basis, when Edrian inserted his lesson datapad into the computer system of the Archives, he had a new "gift" from Eryk to inflict on the occupation force. Nobody ever suspected Edrian. He was the sickly, oblivious, fussy dresser. No one expected him to be a hero or to care about anything beyond his latest illness or his newest academic obsession. No one saw him as a hero except Aura Luzayn.

Edrian smiled as Aeza skimmed over the last edges of the jungle and turned south when they came out over the murky dark water of the Asway River. At this season, the sandy banks should have been nearly as wide as the river itself. Edrian had fond memories of lazy summer days, lying in the shallows, letting his skin brown, digging for bi-valves and sand-dwelling river fish and crustaceans. Followed by enormous, succulent feasts, roasted on the long fires, fragrant with the spices added to the flames to drive away blood-sucking insects. 

Hungry, Aeza chirped, and banked hard to the right, just before Edrian saw the lone, blue-tinted torch Eryk left burning at the water's edge.

"Let's see what he found to spoil you with tonight," he said, and chuckled as he patted her neck. Eryk always made sure he had some freshly captured jungle creature to offer Aeza, to thank her for her long night of flying, when Edrian checked in with him. 

Eryk must have been watching for them. He stepped out of the shelter of the camouflaged canopy at the edge of the jungle and waved his pulsar rifle as Aeza silently glided in to land. Edrian slid out of the saddle and stumbled a little, his boot sliding in the mud that shouldn't have been so prevalent, this far into the summer. He ducked, laughing as his brother tossed a long-tailed scarlet bristlebrush over his head. Aeza chirped with pleasure and reared up, catching the meter-long, wriggling vermin with her front paws. The sharp smell of the creature's blood competed for a moment with the moldy stink of its fur.

"Downwind, please?" Edrian said.

Eryk's smile of greeting flattened into a frown and he hooked his thumb over his shoulder, into the shadows of the jungle and the tents behind him. Edrian sighed, even as he was grateful for the warning. He tapped the side of his flying mask to open the sealed compartment holding the pungent herbal-slime mold compound that relaxed his vocal cords and deepened his voice, as part of his disguise. 

"You cut it close tonight." Eryk stepped closer to Edrian, now that Aeza had moved down the flooded riverbank with her treat, to shred and devour it. "How can you smell anything with that puke you have to breathe?" he added, lowering his voice.

"I wasn't breathing it." Edrian shrugged. The noxious scent would soon fade from his consciousness, but how could he explain to his brother that he was so used to it, the dimming of other scents really wasn't noticeable? Besides, there wasn't time to go into a mini medical lecture on how the senses adapted and the mind filtered out constant input. "Any changes?"

"Caught two more defectors."

"That's... no." He caught something in his brother's expression, a darkness in his eyes that was nearly hidden by the infra-red lenses in his mask. "What happened?"

"I think they're catching on to us. Or at least they suspect the forces harassing them so well are mostly Borderland folk."

"The Set'ri are arrogant enough to be stupid, but Grandfather would probably say we're the stupid ones, to expect them to be that oblivious. It was just a matter of time, right?"

"The defectors were carrying some pretty sophisticated, miniaturized equipment when we caught them. The kind of tech you wouldn't expect people on the run to take with them. Something that fancy should be tagged and easy to track." For a few seconds, his face half-hidden in the shadows, Eryk looked like their father and grandfather, aged beyond his sols by the stresses of the last few lunars. He more than lived up to his heritage and duty as a Rensler, protecting the people of their world.

"What exactly did they have?"

"Our best guess, geno-typing scanners, top of the line, and some kind of... I don't know, we're guessing a toxin."

"Why not just poison all the resistance? Why the testing?" Edrian shuddered at this proof the Set'ri hadn't put aside their primary goal, to rid the universe of any genetic material they considered defective. 

"I'd say they're looking for some specific geno-type, maybe to harvest it to add to their big super-human project." Another hook of his thumb back toward the shelter. "Graybar removed the power packs, but the alloy the devices are made of could be something their sensors can pick up, even without a homing signal. Can you fly it away, send them on a tangle hunt?"

"I'll do better than that." Edrian chuckled at the image of the Nightskimmers playing their tossing game, going higher and higher, until the devices disintegrated with the force of impact when they hit the ground. 

He passed on Aeza's warning about the incoming storm. Dawn approached, and he had to get back to the Nightskimmer caverns under Government House before the light, however dimmed by rain and clouds, harmed her photosensitive skin. He needed a few hours of sleep before he put on his day uniform, and coughed and slouched down the halls. Sickly, bookish Edrian Rensler would play his part, spying on and distracting the invaders and most of his own peers.

At least Aura knew the truth, and she admired him. If he didn't have her smiling at him, believing in him, how could he endure the masquerade of the daylight hours?
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"We have a problem, Mother," Edrian said that evening.

He took one last verifying glance at the small blue-white flashing white noise stick that ensured private conversations in his family's quarters, then closed his eyes. With a sigh, he scooted down a little more on the long couch in the family's common room, and put his bare feet up on the arm. These hours of privacy, when he could be himself, neither the Talon nor the book-head with the persistent cough, were rare. Only with his mother and Dr. Parys. He didn't want to ruin the relaxing time after dinner and the brief illusion that all was right with the world. Still, who else could he bring the problem to? If anyone could convince him his worries were exaggerated, Gaelen Rensler could. She was to all appearances the head of the colony while her husband and father-by-law were "guests" of the invaders, wherever they had gone. Thanks to Dr. Parys' gift of persuasion, she was treated with respect because the Set'ri believed she kept the common people calm.

"Your wardrobe?" Gaelen barely glanced up from her knotwork.

Edrian snorted and opened his eyes to grin at her. They were two of a kind, both with long, olive-toned faces and dark eyes and midnight hair. She looked up long enough to match his grin, and returned to her work. He had taken to wearing loose clothes, whenever he wasn't in his house uniform or dressed in the semi-body armor of the Talon. Just for some relief from the two extremes of his life. Tonight his clothes were two sizes too big, loose trousers held up to his narrow hips with a drawstring closure, and a long tunic that hung nearly to his knees, with sleeves he had to roll up so he could use his hands. 

Gaelen's knotwork, while it appeared to be some fussy, fancy, useless bit of threads to adorn a fashionable outfit, was anything but. She had a talent for designing clothes that were functional, sensible, and could double as armor. She had designed Edrian's flying clothes, using native materials that muffled his heat signature and bio-signs, to make him close to invisible to sensors. Tonight, she fashioned threads of a new flexible, impervious material into a lightweight shirt and hood that Edrian could wear under his flying gear. It would breathe so he wouldn't sweat, while protecting him from projectiles, such as pellets or scatter-rifles or shrapnel from explosives going off nearby. While rescuing resistance fighters under attack, he might be hit by friendly fire, such as poison-tipped spears and arrows. Nightskimmers had tough hides and were impervious to most native elements that were toxic to humans. However, Edrian was not, and there was no guarantee if he were injured and poisoned that Aeza could get him to assistance quickly enough to save his life. His serious injuries, shot while helping the prisoners escape, had proven that being paired with a Nightskimmer wasn't quite adequate protection.

"The weather," he said, after stretching until he found that particular spot in the cushions that cradled his body just right. He had taken that specific position often enough, he was making the couch conform to him. 

"And how is that not a wardrobe concern?"

"What if the fifteen-sol blight is coming earlier than expected?"

"Hmm, yes, that is a concern. But we have more than enough stored up against any shortage, either in food or in materials to ship offplanet." Her mouth flattened for a moment and her deft fingers slowed in the knotwork. "Not that I wouldn't gladly pretend we have nothing to export, and we have to do without imports for a few sols. Just to make sure those vermin can't get their hands on the fruit of our labors, or find something to turn to serve them. We are more than self-sufficient on Rensler."

"Father and Grandfather made sure of that," he offered, voice soft. Again, she looked up from her task and they shared another smile, this one touched with sadness. "I'm not worried about having enough food or exports or covering expenses. Because do you really think Panterra will allow another ship to dock that isn't under his control? We should be getting communications from all the brokers and government purchasing authorities to prepare for harvest in another two lunars. There's always a handful who try to get a jump on the others, competing to examine our newest creations first. Once they can't get through, or we don't respond, the CAW will at least suspect something is wrong, and start doing something."

"They should have started doing something by now," she said, voice pitched low. 

Edrian nodded. That was all the reference they could afford to make regarding the officials he had helped flee in a stolen scout craft, to try to make contact with the CAW and get help. Three lunars of waiting meant either they hadn't escaped, they had been delayed in reaching the proper authorities, or insurrection was taking place all over the Central Allied Worlds. Cut off as they were from the rest of the universe, there was no way for Rensler to know.

"The rivers seem to have stopped rising, but what if the fall rains are even worse because the dry season never came?" Edrian sat up and swung his legs off the couch. He was only sixteen, but the weight of responsibility, to ask the right questions and find the answers, made his entire body ache just as much as his mind.

"What if people are flooded out of their homes, you mean?" Gaelen pursed her lips and slowly put down her knotwork on her lap. A few tiny lines appeared between her brows, the only marring of her customary serene expression. "More flooding than anyone is used to or prepared for. Not just the temporary and seasonal settlements, but deeper inland, into the jungles...why, we shall do as we have...ah, yes, of course. With all the members of the occupation force taking up quarters that are usually empty, where shall we put our own refugees? There was one bad sol where we put them in the caverns." A weary shudder washed through her. "Where the Nightskimmers are now thriving. Oh, dear. I'm sorry, Edrian."

"Why are you apologizing to me?" He could almost have laughed. He hurried to cross the floor and went to his knees in front of her chair, to wrap his arms around her.

"So many burdens placed on your shoulders. First we take your childhood away from you and make you live a lie, live behind multiple masks. Now you must look lunars ahead to possible disasters, and risk exposing the one secret that gives you some joy in all this. You make me so proud." She knuckled a hint of wet from her eyes and leaned down to enfold him in her arms. 

Edrian breathed in the soft, citrusy perfume of the herbs she used in her clothes chest and soaked in the warmth of her arms around him. "I'm being selfish, and panicking a little, I guess. If we need to shelter people in the caverns, then my secret will be revealed. So be it. It's useless worrying. If the floods hit, there won't be time to empty my lair, or hide the nesting scaffolding."

She snorted and released him. "There are several fine ladies whose reactions I would dearly love to see, the moment they realize they're in a cave inhabited by Nightskimmers. I'm sure their shrieks will be even more ear-piercing than anything our friends produce." She chuckled. "Oh, my dearest, all we can do is make the best preparations we can, and double our prayers. Tying our insides into knots won't do us any good, won't change the future the slightest bit."

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

That night, Aeza told Edrian about the fun the older Nightskimmers had, playing with the geno-scanner devices. He had left them in the crevice opening of a series of caves inhabited by Nightskimmers, two hours of flight south of where the fake defectors had met Eryk's forces. The devices were thin, flattened rods as long as a man's forearm, easily hidden inside a coat sleeve. Aeza reported they made lots of sparks when they were tossed high in the air and swatted by the flat, prehensile tails of Nightskimmers to keep them tumbling through the air. Eventually the constant battering broke the cases and the inner mechanisms came out. The Nightskimmers fought over the pieces and played their own version of snatch-and-run, scattering the components and the non-native alloy over several square kilometers of jungle and rocky wasteland.

Edrian retired early from his patrols that night because the weather shifted from miserable to brutal. Even Aeza didn't like the battering gusts of rain striking from two directions at once. She snorted and shook several times while Edrian removed her saddle, dousing him with water. Rubbing her down with furs to dry her helped him warm up and drive the chill out of his muscles. Just short of midnight, she nuzzled him and darted out into the darkness, to join the other Nightskimmers. Edrian remembered last summer, and the summer before, when Aeza had insisted on flying from sundown to sunrise, gliding effortlessly on the thermals from all the hot, dry air. What was wrong with Rensler? 

The last cycle of killer weather had hit when he was four. He clearly remembered the constant rain and early darkness and cold. The spring tide fever had made him miserable, but he hadn't stood out because everyone was sniffling and coughing and blowing their noses. The next cycle wasn't due again for another three sols. What was happening?

He spent some time in his lair, catching up on his journal, making notes on his thoughts, the things he had observed, the weather patterns, and listing subjects to study during his time in the Archives the next day. Then he made the long climb up through the rock. He found a little amusement in nothing that the normally damp, chilly caves and caverns below Government House felt warm and cosy compared to outdoors. Usually in the summer he took shelter in the caves from the dryness and heat.

What luxury, to be in bed before the first hint of dawn light touched the horizon. A full six hours of sleep was unheard of. The last time he had known that much sleep, he had been honestly sick, and recovering from his wounds and the accompanying fever.

Please, Fi'in... will there come a day when I can just be ordinary Edrian, and I can stay in bed without feeling guilty?

His dreams were muddled and confused, of skulking in the shadows, unable to take off the mask and cloak, no matter how hard he pulled and then scraped. He made himself bleed, but couldn't remove the mask.
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Edrian spent three uninterrupted hours of his lesson time studying the weather. Not that his fellow students didn't talk whenever the study monitor was out of the room, or some of the younger students didn't come to him for help in their research projects and assignments. Edrian liked helping them. The acknowledgment of his peers that he was smart, that all his book-learning and research prowess was useful for something, was pleasant. Oddly, the monitor didn't send a message to his reading screen, asking why he spent so much time and effort on one subject. That meant either no one thought his study of the weather was suspicious, or no one was watching him, period.

That was impossible. He was Edrian Rensler, son of the governor. Until the occupation forces tracked down Eryk and put him in custody, he and Gaelen were the prime hostages. Leverage to control the colonists. They used him to control his mother, and they used Gaelen to keep the semi-grudging, semi-fearful, semi-willing cooperation of the people. Everyone loved Gaelen Rensler. Some even pitied her the disappointment of her sickly son.

That afternoon, he complained a few times about his headache and plans to go to bed, maybe without supper. Aura kept her head bowed, hiding the excitement shining in her hazel eyes. Going without supper was their signal that he wanted to do some spying in the passageways behind the Set'ri quarters. She was very good at sneaking and listening and identifying the voices of the occupation forces.

Edrian made her laugh, softly, quickly muffled, when they met up after dark, and he admitted he was glad to stay indoors out of the rain and unseasonable winds. His voice caught and he was glad they walked in darkness, so she couldn't see his face. He had been about to add that he missed spending time with her. It was a ridiculous statement, because they saw each other and studied together every day. Besides, he was sixteen and she was ten. While Anselm had made a wry joke about Edrian sneaking around in the dark with his daughter, others would apply evil connotations to what they were doing.

All the implications made Edrian tired. When would he be able to go a single day without worrying about what people thought, what they saw, when they looked at him?

The sound of angry voices drifted through the dark to them before they came to the passageway behind the quarters of the occupation forces' leaders. Panterra's voice was easy enough to identify. The man stuttered when he was upset, and for the last lunar, every time Edrian encountered him, the man stuttered. He had remarked several times to Dr. Parys that defect in Panterra had to be a disappointment to the Set'ri breeders. Dr. Parys only showed some amusement the first time. Edrian supposed he was showing some defective thinking himself, making fun of what had to be irritating or embarrassing for someone else.

He and Aura settled down on the tilted slab of rock, their usual resting place when they were lucky enough to overhear a useful conversation. From the overlapping voices and tense tones, this was going to be very useful. Panterra refused to believe the two fake defecters had utterly vanished, and the equipment with the failure-proof tracking functions had failed. He seemed more upset over the equipment than he was about the men who had vanished. He didn't care if they had been injured or killed or turned traitor. Their first priority was to find the mutations among the colonists, and mark them for either culling or collection. Edrian shuddered at the thought of Borderline folk, people he knew, being studied and experimented on, to find something useful for the Set'ri breeding project. He needed to fly out to Eryk soon to share that information, to increase defensive measures. Any Borderline folk able to see and hear and smell in a wider spectrum than ordinary humans, or who had immunity to native toxins, would be extremely valuable to the Set'ri program. They had to be kept away from the invaders, which meant moving them back from the front lines of the resistance effort.

Edrian flinched when someone on the other side of the wall complained about the weather. He had found references to the fifteen-sol cycle in the weather. Records mentioned moving out of the way of the flooding and transplanting valuable plant species into greenhouses.

"What worries me is that no one seems at all concerned that the weather is off pattern."

"They're liars," a woman said, her voice muffled. Edrian imagined she sat on the far side of Panterra's meeting room, furthest from the wall. "I've found far too many gaps in their records to be accidents. Someone tried to purge information. I wouldn't doubt they played with the records to confuse us. They're sitting tight, hoping we'll let a little wet weather frighten us away."

"Nobody is making any preparations for being flooded out." The third man sounded smug enough, Edrian hoped the woman would slap him. "They're suicidal. They'd rather sit tight and be flooded out and starved out, rather than give us warning or ask for help. They're all mental defectives and should be ridded from the gene pool."

"I'm inclined to believe they're guarding something valuable enough to make them willing to risk their lives," Panterra said. He wasn't stuttering now. That worried Edrian. "They have some bolt hole, some safe shelter, so they aren't worried about the freaky weather. All those people who have simply vanished, theirs and ours--where have they gone?"

"There is mention of hiding in some networks of caves, during some particularly devastating weather," the second man offered. 

"This wretched planet is riddled with caves. Our spies during the last incursion reported on those caves. Some idiots went exploring and were either ripped apart or poisoned. I'm inclined to agree with Cillary. The records have been tampered with, to trick us into committing suicide through stupidity."

"What do our friends on the coast say?" a second woman asked. Her voice hadn't been heard until now.

Edrian turned to Aura and raised his eyebrows in question. Could she identify the speaker? She shrugged, meaning the voice was unfamiliar. This woman was a new addition to the occupation forces in Government House. Either transferred in from some other operation, or a new ship had arrived and the people of Rensler hadn't found out yet.

"They're like the rest of the weaklings we're burdened with nursemaiding through this operation. They're terrified of the wildlife, they're convinced the creatures are sentient--"

"They are," the first woman, Cillary said with a malicious tone. "More sentient than them, at least." Several of the others laughed.

"It's a useless operation. The weather keeps them from going out on the water and taking any useful readings."

"What's the progress on the underwater construction?" the fourth man asked.

"They claim those flying beasts keep stealing valuable components." Something thudded. Panterra had a bad habit of pounding flat surfaces, and sometimes knocking things over, when he was frustrated. Soon he would resume stuttering.

"Aeza?" Aura whispered.

Edrian mirrored her smile. When rumors had reached them about the Set'ri building a base on the coast, he had asked Aeza to send a message through the network of Nightskimmer tribes. They couldn't spy on the Set'ri, because they didn't have enough experience with humans to understand what they saw. Encouraging sabotage to whatever the invaders were building, stealing equipment and tearing up power feed lines and breaking prefabricated components was easy, when called a game. Nightskimmers understood that these people, who smelled and sounded different from the colonists, were dangerous. They couldn't damage the small fortress that had already been established, but they foiled everything the Set'ri did to expand it. Whatever they wanted in the sea, they couldn't find with the weather so bad. Would the Set'ri stay around long enough for the weather to settle?

Edrian decided he needed another episode of ill health, to confine him to bed for several days. Dr. Parys would have to come up with a treatment so noxious that none of Panterra's people would come into his family's quarters and discover him missing. He needed at least three days to be absent. One night to fly to the coast, a day or maybe two to explore and allow Aeza to rest from the long flight, then another night to fly back. 

"If our prey are out there, living underwater..." The second woman's voice trailed off with a hint of uncertainty. 

"Spit it out," Panterra said.

"Is it possible they have the technology to detect us, and to interfere with the weather, to keep us from finding them?"

"Those creatures are abominations. They don't have the intelligence to come up with such strategy, much less the technology," Cillary spat. "They're merely animals with the repugnant ability to take on the shape of humans and try to masquerade as us. To prey on us. No, if they possess any technology, it's because they have allied with traitors to the human race. Idealistic idiots who believe that if those monstrosities can mate with humans and reproduce, that makes them human. Such fools make mistakes. They don't have the intelligence or the creativity or the resources to manipulate the weather of an entire world!"

"Are you sure it's the entire world?" the second man asked.

"You know we don't have the resources to spread over the whole planet." Panterra sounded tired.

"So it could just be limited to this hemisphere?"

For the next half hour, the discussion revolved around the weather, complaints about the inconveniences, and speculations on how the weather could be manipulated without them detecting the equipment or the energy expenditures. Edrian's head hurt from all the technical language. When the discussion turned into nothing but arguments and insulting each other's efforts and underlings, he caught hold of Aura's hand and led her away, to take her home.

"What are they talking about? How can animals mate with humans and have human babies?" Aura whispered, once they were safely in the enclosed stairway leading up to her family's residence level. Even if she shouted, no one could have heard her speak.

"Hoveni." Edrian hadn't let go of her hand yet. He decided not to. 

"What are they?"

He stopped for a moment, thoughts spinning. He supposed that information was in the off-world books his family had purchased before the shipments were cut back. There was a great deal of information about the CAW, its history and explorations, that wasn't included in the standard educational pods.

"How do you know about the Set'ri but you don't know about Hoveni?" He shook his head and silently grumbled about the gaps in education. Suddenly he felt very old.

That decided him. He led Aura past the landing for her residence level, and took her down the stairs to the cavern. Her hand tightened in his and her breathing sped up. She did understand he was finally taking her to see his lair, as he had promised for so long, didn't she?

Aeza chirped and clicked from the shadows when they came around the final wall that looked like a rockslide, cemented together with water runoff and sols of dust and debris. Aura inhaled sharply. Edrian turned to study her expression as he raised the heavy hanging of skins and woven grasses that blocked the doorway. The light from the equipment that was left running all the time seemed bright after the darkness of the caverns and tunnels. The system status lights were on the monitors, communication systems, and the climate control that reduced the dampness that could interfere with the equipment.

Aura's eyes were wide with wonder, and her smile widened as she looked around. She didn't tug her hand free. Edrian hesitated to let go of her hand and gesture for her to sit on one of the padded benches placed in front of the glow pit sunk into the ground. It came to life, the heating coils under the protective grid activating when the sensors registered his presence.

Finding the book he wanted took only a moment. Edrian tugged it off the shelf and flipped through the color-coded pages until he found the section he wanted.

"It's a lot to read. Maybe you should take it back with you. Just make sure you hide it. If those bolcas are looking for Hoveni, they'll think it's proof they're right, if they find out you have a book about them." He thought about offering her a hot drink. How much time did they have before he needed to get her back up the stairs to her quarters?

"Here are the basics. There is a planet called Gemar, part of the sixth colonization ring."

"That's a long time ago." She carefully set the open book down on her lap.

"Gemar was already inhabited by humans. Or at least, everybody assumed they were humans. They called themselves the Hoveni, and they could turn into all sorts of animals."

"Shapeshifters?" Aura's voice cracked, and he couldn't help grinning at her excitement. "You're not teasing me, are you?"

"It's in the book. There's all sorts of archeological evidence that they at least believed, centuries ago, they could do it. There were enough weird things going on, people believed the Hoveni could change into animals. The important thing is that the Set'ri got their start on Gemar. A bunch of nasty bolcas decided it was a crime that these animals--that's what they called the Hoveni--could interbreed with humans. Some of them decided that meant the humans who had babies with the Hoveni weren't human either. So they decided they had to protect the human race by sterilizing them. To stop the mutations from continuing and making things worse."

"That's stupid. Bad mutations die out. They're not viable. And when you breed between species that are far enough apart, the children are sterile. Everybody knows that."

"Who ever said the Set'ri were smart? Not the right kind of smart, the kind of good smart that Fi'in wants from us." He wanted to hug her, grateful for her scorn for the Set'ri. "The people refused to sterilize their children. When those children started having babies, the Set'ri got nasty. They tried to take over the government. Gemar was stolen from the people who had been living there for thousands of sols. Then the hunting started. People getting kidnapped and sterilized against their will." He closed his mouth, unwilling to tell her the other details that would darken her eyes with horror--the pregnant women who were attacked, forcing them to miscarry, or the elderly and children poisoned or beaten until they died. That information wasn't in the book he had given her. 

"Eventually, the Hoveni stopped trying to live in peace and got tired of having to live in fear, and they just..." He shrugged. "They vanished. They went into hiding. They hid what they were, got new identities, and they left their home."

"So the Set'ri think Hoveni are here and living in the sea? Under water? Like they turned into the wave dancers and the surf singers?" Her eyes shone again. "Mama says they're smart, maybe smarter than people. She says their songs are communication, just like Nightskimmers." A little frown, a pause to think. "If Hoveni can mate with people and have babies, maybe they can mate with all sorts of other animals, and have babies with them? So maybe the surf singers are Hoveni?"

"Who knows?"

"We have to protect them." She stood up, nearly letting the book slide off her lap before she snatched at it, to hold tight against her chest. "Can we?"

"It'd take me a whole night to fly out there on Aeza. Maybe I can get away with missing lessons, but you can't."

"You'd really take me?"

"Someday, when it's safe, you'll fly with me. But it's not safe. Not in this foul weather, and certainly not when our world is occupied by people who wanted to kill Hoveni and hurt Borderland folk." He shrugged. "Besides, if your father didn't shake me until my eyes rattled out of my skull for putting you in danger, your brothers would."

That earned a giggle from her. It wiped away the disappointment in her eyes. Before Edrian led her back up the long flights of stairs, he guided her over to the next chamber, with the tall racks of Nightskimmer nests and the air heavy with the spicy scent of their hides. Aeza came to meet them, stepping into the weak, green-tinted puddle of light from the glow tube. She clicked and whistled and walked a wide circle around Aura. Then she moved closer on her second circle. Edrian held his breath, uncertain whose reaction was more important to him, the girl's or the beast's.

"What is she saying?" Aura whispered.

"She says you're pretty."

The actual words were cool sunshine and good heart smell. What mattered was that Aeza liked the girl and approved of her.

Aura let out a little gasp, then smiled and leaned closer, as if that would let her hear Aeza's croons better.

"Is she--did I hear her? Did she say my...name?" she ended on a whisper.

"It means you're a friend, and she knows who you are, and she'll protect you."

"How does she know my name?" Aura barely reacted when Aeza nuzzled her shoulder.

"I talk about you."

"You do?" She glowed. 

For a few seconds, trying to understand why that simple admission meant so much to her, he panicked. Gut instinct said this was something big and important and he did not want to ruin it. Knowing how not to ruin it was as impossible as trying to figure out what had just happened.

I'm an idiot. I am not smart. I am in big trouble.

Baby, Aeza chirped. Cold.

"What did she say?" Aura whispered. She giggled when Aeza nuzzled the side of her head, and the whiskers around her muzzle touched the child's cheek.

"She said...well, it's cold down here and you need to go where it's warm."

"She did not say all that. Just in those few sounds?" Aura turned to Aeza and reached up to stroke the underside of her long, horse-like head.

Edrian held his breath for one horrified moment. Until Aeza snorted and lowered her head, turning it so Aura could reach the perpetually itchy spot between her ears. When had she ever invited anyone but him to touch her?

Aeza understood how much Aura meant to him, he supposed. Maybe she understood better, more clearly, than Edrian did right at that moment.

"All right, what she said was baby and cold." He demonstrated the chirp-click combinations. "You're little and you're young, so that translates to baby. Night is cold and she knows little humans need to be kept warm and need to sleep at night."

"I like you, Aeza," she crooned, rubbing harder. "How do I tell her that? I want to be her friend."

Edrian demonstrated the chirps and whistles. Aura picked it up after only two tries. She had already proven she was an accomplished mimic, echoing the strides, the hand movements and voices and inflections of so many of the powerful, influential people she encountered in the halls of Government House. Edrian wondered why he hadn't thought to teach her the Nightskimmer language before. Maybe because they couldn't use it in the Archives or other public places? He thought for a moment about banging his head against the nearest wall--he could have been teaching her the finger language he used to communicate with Dr. Parys and his mother when they were in the company of the occupation forces. That would be far more useful. More important, it would be fun.

He proposed the idea to her as they climbed the flights of stairs up to her residence level. Aura laughed when he apologized for not thinking of it earlier.

"It's not like you don't have anything else to think about." She patted his hand.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Edrian asked Aeza to pass on a request to the Nightskimmer tribe on the coast, to learn what they understood about the invaders' activities. He didn't expect a swift or even a clear, useful response. It was one thing to discuss details about the enemies while he and Aeza watched them, so they could learn from each other and find common words. Getting that information from Nightskimmers who had no contact with people, no experience or teachers to interpret what they saw, would be difficult at best. He settled down to teach Aura the finger language and everything he knew about the Hoveni while he waited for some information. The idea of shapeshifters hiding underwater, a merger of humans and sea creatures, fascinated the girl.
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