

    
        
          Missing Moon

        

        
        
          Lost Xentu, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Marie Judson

        

        
          Published by Indies United Publishing House, LLC, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MISSING MOON

    

    
      First edition. February 10, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Marie Judson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1644567692

    

    
    
      Written by Marie Judson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Marie Judson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Braided Dimensions

          
        
          
	          Braided Dimensions

          
        
          
	          Stretched Across Time

          
        
          
	          Strange Alliances

          
        
          
	          Pasts Undone

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lost Xentu

          
        
          
	          Elf Stone of the Neyna

          
        
          
	          A Far Cry

          
        
          
	          Missing Moon

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Marie Judson’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


	 

 

 

 

MISSING MOON

 

[image: A black and white logo

Description automatically generated]

 

Lost Xentu

~ Book 3 ~

 

 

Marie Judson

 

 

[image: Image]


MISSING MOON

Copyright © 2025 by Marie Judson

 

Published February 2025

Indies United Publishing House, LLC

 

Cover art design by Tatiana Villa

Formatting by The Book Khaleesi

 

First Edition

 

This is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places and events are products of the author's imagination, and any resemblances to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

 

All rights reserved worldwide. No part of this publication may be replicated, redistributed, or given away in any form without the prior written consent of the author/publisher or the terms relayed to you herein, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

 

Paperback: 978-1-64456-767-8

Kindle: 978-1-64456-768-5

ePub: 978-1-64456-769-2

 

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024918875

 

[image: Image]


Table of Contents

[image: A black and white logo

Description automatically generated]

 

Other Books by Marie Judson

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Missing Moon Glossary

List of All the Planets Grouped in Star Systems

About the Author


Other Books by Marie Judson

[image: A black and white logo

Description automatically generated]

 

Braided Dimensions Series

 

Braided Dimensions

Stretched Across Time

Strange Alliances

Pasts Undone

 

Lost Xentu Series

 

Elf Stone of the Neyna

A Far Cry

Missing Moon


Chapter
1

Yanda curled on the rug in the comfortable living space next to the ship control room, tapping keys on her ENAC. She searched on her advanced portable computer for her missing eight-year-old daughter. 

Through the open doorway to the control room, Tlalit, female forest elf and captain of the Sarsefi, remarked on star systems as they hurtled through space. Yanda could see see the tall female elf with tangerine hair in a peak run ringed and tattooed fingers over panels that blinked lights of myriad colors, 

Yanda’s son Zami crouched at her feet constructing towers with plunka blocks.

“Tell me again what Seiti said to you when you had your vision on that hostile moon.” Merne, the captain Tlalit’s partner, lay back in a massage unit next to Yanda. On her shoulder, next to her long leaf-shaped ear, a miniature simian native to her elven forest, perched, round eyes staring from under a gold forelock, tail wrapped across her shoulders. When he finished playing with her braids, clipped in an elaborate pattern, he ran across to his other favorite being, Zami, and climbed to his shoulder. The three-year old stroked him with affection and delight. 

Yanda pushed back hair streaked of crimson and ebony. “You think I really spoke to Seiti, not some hologram created by an evil abducting mage?” 

Vatu, next to her, put a hand on her leg. “Of course you talked to her.” Vatu’s eyes, with their nictating membranes, sought hers with kindness and concern. A blue Mingalian female with striking cerulean head nubs, she and Yanda had been close since their long captivity together.

Over the time since the Stones had helped her “reach” her daughter, Yanda had grown suspicious that it hadn’t been Seiti at all but some trick of the mind orchestrated by one of their many enemies. “After all, it was in Unknown Space. How could she be there?” 

Yanda’s precocious half-elf son asked, “What is Unknown Space? How do you know about it if it’s not known?” 

“Good question.” She crawled over to nuzzle his ear. “It should be called Unlivable Space. It’s called Unknown because they haven’t been able to explore it. Ships can’t go there. The Dark Matter destroys the engines. And it’s unbreathable, for most sentient beings like us.”  

Merne sat up. “You don’t think you were with Seiti? You were sure enough before we headed out on this excursion.” She gave Yanda a steady stare, on the verge of challenging. 

Yanda turned to her, shrugging. “Over time, I started thinking…well, Krid got into my head before, and told me what ship to get on, leaving my daughter behind, my surgeon job, everything. He could do that again.” 

Merne reminded her, “We told you Krid’s being monitored. Besides, if he put that idea in your mind, of her on that moon, then you wouldn’t be leading him to her by going there. You’d just be going where he sent you.” 

Tlalit added to her partner’s point. “Krid can’t control minds without being detected.”

“You’re sure about that?” Yanda mumbled, too low for Tlalilt to hear. To Merne, she responded, “You asked what Seiti said. I wasn’t able to get much from her. I asked who’s taking care of her, where she’s staying. When she finally spoke, she begged me to take her with me. I had to tell her I was there in spirit only, would have to find where she really is.” Yanda’s throat tightened. “But someone could have created all that in my mind.” She heaved a shuddering breath and stared at her screen, haunted by her daughter’s voice, so real, so familiar.

“And you’ve had no contact since?” Merne asked. The elf woman, hundreds of years old but appearing young middle-aged, had braided her brown-green hair in tendrils that crowned her head and dangled in sprays around her face. Her skin was a velvet green and gold, her eyes brown with gold flecks like the big cats Yanda had seen in vids and pics.  

“I made contact during the great mind-meld of Withum ceremony. You know how powerful that is.” 

Their minds all traveled to memories of the yearly festival when forest and sea elves gather on the shore of Terlond and linked minds in a great connection brought on by the blossoming of the withum flower. 

“I haven’t tried to do it alone.” Yanda scooted to lean her back against the couch. “I wouldn’t know where to start. Could you help me?” 

“Hmm…” Merne contemplated. 

Yanda’s chest ached from weeks of terror for her little girl. Ever since Tlalit and Merne had caught a feed on the universal web of a girl Seiti’s age on a moon frequented by traffickers, she’d been mad with fear for her. She’d dropped into the dark sea of the Neyla elves to get help from their great Stone, Ash-Don. Then had this vision. It seemed like the only clue to follow so she, allied with sea and woodland elves, and her Mingal waterworld friend, Vatu, had set out. 

Why’d you run off, my sweet Seiti? 

Mnenu’s eyes darted from them to the plaz toys he fit together with Zami. He turned to Merne. “Ash-don thinks the moon might be familiar.” 

“But what’s the chance it’s their sister moon? Unless they felt it.” Yanda held slight hope. “They’d have a lot of incentive to help us, if it meant making contact with their sibling stone.”

They’d only been out a few days, which had mostly been spent learning how to live on the ship together for a long voyage, and planning food stops. Before leaving, they’d created a lap pool for Mnenu, filled with Terlondian waters, refreshed by living mollusks at the bottom and sides. Being Mnenu’s area of study, he’d relished the project. Wanting to understand the workings of the ship, Tlalit made him second-in-command on board. 

The group had gone round and round about the route they should take. Some directions had solar storms, or flying rock debris. 

“We should take Vatu home first,” Yanda insisted. 

“I want to help you. We can all go to Mingal after,” Vatu kept saying. 

“It’s a risk, going into Unknown Space, if there are even any ships that can,” Yanda responded. “There are no outposts. No supply stations—”

“—that we know of,” Mnenu indicated. 

“You said you got coordinates when we located Tenali?” Yanda asked Merne. 

“I don’t know why he thinks he’s in direct line with where Seiti is,” Merne answered. 

Tlalit chimed in, “I got coordinates. As the Withum was wearing off, I put in points I recognized and triangulated.” She came to the doorway and leaned on the jamb, grinning with the memory. “You know how we were seeing everything at once? Understanding the whole universe?” 

The others responded, revery in their voices; with the two Stones involved, it had been the most intense Withum ceremony in recent memory. 

“But Tenali’s not there now,” Tlalit declared. “He moved. I’ve been pinging him and he seems unreachable.” 

“You don’t think he went into Unknown Space…?” Merne was grim. 

“Communication doesn’t penetrate there,” Tlalit said, turning back to check the controls. 

“Exactly. He wouldn’t risk…” Merne’s voice trailed away. 

 

[image: Image]

 

Three weeks into their journey, it was Mnenu’s turn to monitor the controls. Yanda kept him company, attention partly on the panels as she played a game with Zami having to do with the stars. 

An encrypted message alert popped up in the corner of her ENAC screen. She sat bolt upright. Tapping on it, she saw it was from Ilan, the big, red-haired, enigmatic Qontaqian man who’d been her staunch and only reliable ally on that treacherous trip to the Allandian outback, trying to find leads regarding her daughter’s location among rebels hiding there. 

No message opened.

“I need to ask Tlalit how to open this message from Ilan,” Yanda said, standing. Tlalit and Merne were taking a break in the deep, narrow, salt-water pool that resembled sea caves, with live plants growing at the edges.

“Why don’t you ask me?” Mnenu’s face soured, wounded. 

“Oh. Do you know about… I didn’t know you—” 

Mnenu laughed. “Just kidding. I have some skill on computer but nothing like Tlalit and Merne.” 

Yanda smacked his shoulder. 

He grabbed her hand and kissed the palm, sending tingles. “You go ahead and ask them.” 

“I’ll send Vatu to keep you company.” 

“Not necessary. I’m a big boy.” His hang-dog face said something different. 

“That you are.” She stepped into the lounge area where Vatu was on her lalut—the elegant, compact device of the Mingal. “I’m going up to ask Tlalit something.” 

Vatu set down her lalut and crawled toward Zami. “Let’s play hide the turtle.” 

Yanda gave her a grateful glance and headed for the elevator. 

On the spa level, Yanda opened the door to a romantic grotto replete with twinkly lights and scented oils. Tlalit and Merne looked like jewels entwined in the water, deep in…conversation. 

Embarrassed to interrupt, she stood poolside, shifting from one foot to the other, breathing in the fecund smells of lush plants and aromatic candles. Water lapping and low conversation were the only sounds, except for the ever-present hum of the ship. But it really was urgent. She cleared her throat. “Ah-hem. Sorry to disturb your…nice time.” 

Tlalit’s tangerine cockatiel-peaked hair disappeared under the water and bobbed up next to her. “No problem, little sister.” 

Yanda sat at the edge. “It’s Ilan. I think he’s sending an urgent message but it doesn’t open. I’m pretty sure it’s encrypted.” She tilted the ENAC so Tlalit could see the screen. Merne joined them and looked as well. 

Tlalit tilted her head to one side in thought. “Chances are, Ilan will make you fetch a code only you can find.” She used her teacher voice. “What program have you been using for AI?” 

The ship always gave a gentle vibration and hummed. Yanda shut out awareness of all else. Tapping the Da-Lam icon, Yanda closed her eyes and let her connection travel in. When she opened, grids were expanding into the air, holographically. Ilan appeared. 

She felt a surge of warmth, seeing his big, strong, worried face. 

“You’re not far from Qontaq,” he said, voice tired but the low, rich timbre was deeply familiar. “I need you to get Bonden. Well, me and Bonden.”

Yanda glanced at Tlalit who said, “He’s right. We’re not far.” 

“Can we go there?” Yanda asked the captain.

“Of course. Sounds dire,” Tlalit responded. “Bonden’s a sister from your captivity. You have to save her.”

Yanda asked Ilan, “What’s going on there? Can you talk?” 

“I can.”

“Is it safe to approach Qontaq? Well, you’ll work that out with Tlalit.” Yanda turned the screen away so it faced the two female elves in the pool. Discussion ensued, much of which consisted of numbers. Yanda set the ENAC in her lap, ready for a long stay. 

“Let’s get out,” Tlalit said.

Mnenu texted, “Are we taking a turn in the honeymoon grotto?” 

“Maybe. Have you been listening?” Yanda tsk-tsk’ed by text.

“A little. We have to divert. Ilan and Bonden are in trouble.” 

“You did listen.” 

“A little,” he thought to her, sheepish.

Tlalit broke into their shared mind space, walking toward her towel. “I’ll free Mnenu to come up here. Water’s nice. Renewing.” 

Mnenu posted an icon to Yanda of a leering bubble face. 

“Shall I dry you?” Yanda asked Tlalit, who stood nearby, looking down from her near seven-foot height.

“Yes, please.” Tlalit tossed the towel onto a chair. 

Using the trick she’d learned from the Neyla sea elves—a skill only obtained once they mastered lanten transformation into sea creature—Yanda wrapped her hand around the elf’s leg and Tlalit dried instantly, even her hair which she reshaped into the familiar a cockatiel peak. 

“That’s cratat,” the techie whiz said, grinning as she donned the captain suit she loved wearing. It was made of a flexible silvery plaz and had the Sarsefi insignia, stars forming a tree.  

Merne got the same drying treatment from Yanda, then slipped into a yellow lounging outfit that form-fitted her tall figure with soft give. He appeared in the doorway holding three-year-old Zami. Merne and Tlalit squeezed past them as they left, giving kisses to Merne’s grandson. Vatu was not far behind. 

Yanda, Mnenu, Vatu and Zami soaked in a hot tub that curved at the end of the long lap pool. Vatu dove from it for a lap, then invited Zami to swim one with her. She and the toddler gave kisses before Vatu took him to their sleeping cells on the lower floor, promising to snuggle him to sleep, leaving Yanda and Mnenu alone. Zami loved her as a second mother and put up no objection.

Yanda dove into the deep end. Mnenu came up from below her and they swam together, long languid strokes. Yanda turned toward him and found a warm kiss awaiting her. 

“Are you glad you came along on this journey?” she asked.

“So far,” he said, expression giving nothing away. 


Chapter
2

Yanda turned over and snaked an arm around Mnenu who slept faced away. Ambient light increased, replicating the morning hour and she gazed at what the Sea Elf had chosen to bring: numerous plants and shells that rushed with the sound of waves, a sea horse tapestry on the wall. Yanda noticed a slightly salty scent emanating from the fabric, reminding her of the Terlondian seas. 

Quietly she slid from bed, dressed and left, while Mnenu slept through the first bells signaling the earliest crew shifts. 

On the main level, she found Merne, Vatu, and Zami in the kitchen enjoying hot cups of kran—chaka in Zami’s case—with muffins. 

“Did you sleep well?” Merne asked.

Yanda poured kaffe. Mouth full of muffin she mumbled, “Um. Not a whole lot.” 

Vatu smirked. Yanda sat and elbowed her. All innocence, she asked Merne, “How was your night?” 

“De-licious. A late swim is the best for deep slumber.” 

Pouring creamy high-chlorophyl plant milk into her kaffe, she sipped. They’d developed special plant milks for Zami after their first space flight from Terlond to Alland, when Soni had run diagnostics on both of them and found that any extended time away from plants could injure Zami’s metabolism. Being half forest-elf, he needed high chlorophyl foods and lights, and as much exposure to plants as possible. They’d been growing foliage throughout the ship, on wall scaffolding with special lights and auto-watering. Tlalit kept adding drip systems. 

Getting up, Merne put her dishes in auto-clean and, bidding them a good morning, left to join Tlalit in the command center.

After a few bites, Yanda said, “I’ll check the ship since Mnenu seems to be catching up on z’s.” 

“Wore him out, did you?” Vatu grinned impishly. 

Yanda gave her a shocked laugh. “Whatever could you mean?” She wrapped the rest of her muffin in a beeswax cloth and crammed it into a utility pocket in her coverall.

Vatu pushed back and swung Zami into her arms. “I’ll take this guy to wash and get a bit of schooling in the lounge.”

Yanda kissed her cheek, then Zami’s. “Thanks. I’ll be back in no time.” She left the kitchen, and in the hall, entered hidden stairs and galley ways that traversed the workings of the space vessel. Leaving the main level that housed the control room, lounge, greenhouse and kitchen, she skirted the sleeping quarters one floor up, checking for warning lights, and, on to the area next to the spa room with its lap pool, the top level. Finding no problems, she descended narrow stairways, back the way she’d come, past the central level to below decks, where storage and engine spaces were located. 

“That doesn’t look good.” Noticing a sickly yellow light on one of the air-duct sensors, she climbed into the chute, one-person wide, leading to an outer hatch through several sections divided by sphincter material, securing oxygen to lesser and lesser degrees. In one of the outer sections, she heard a rip and cool air touched her skin. Yanda’s suit was snagged. On what? Metal protruding? She arched her head to try to see but the quarters were too tight. She tried to scoot backward but was hung up. She slowed her breathing and sent a mental call to Mnenu, “You up?” 

He replied immediately. “What’s wrong?” 

“I’m stuck.” 

“Be there sondo.” In no time, it meant in the Neyla sea-elf language. 

She could tell he’d jumped into the pool for a quick swim to wake himself up. It seemed harder and harder for him to maintain his energy. She saw in his mind as he leapt from the pool, his one-piece suit drying as he ran. 

Moments later, he crawled in behind her and ran searching fingers up her sides. 

She snorted a laugh. “That tickles.” 

Not finding the hitch, he wiggled up until their bodies were partly entwined. 

“That’s the idea,” he mouthed into her stomach, his chin wagging more than necessary, making her squirm. 

“Stop. You’ll make me pee.” 

“That’s okay,” he said, shaking with laughter. “I think I found it. Ooh, that’s not good. A rough edge popping out.” He fumbled her fabric loose from the catch. 

“Too bad I didn’t see that.” 

“You’ll have some mending to do. Actually, it’s good you discovered it. I’ll come back with tools.” He started wedging his way back out. “Don’t kick me!” 

They were wracked with laughter by the time they wormed their way back to the small engine room, lightheaded from low oxygen. They’d already been in there too long. Yanda’s hair stood out a foot with electricity, driving Mnenu to new gales of jollity. 

“I got a reading for clogged air-duct,” Yanda explained after deep breaths in healthy oxygen levels. “I didn’t even get to the problematic conduit.” 

“Did you have a vacuum with you?” he asked. 

With an insulted humph, she slid the long thin tool from a pocket, next to the one with her smashed muffin. 

“It might be one of the bigger ducts. I’ll bring more tools with me. Go fix your suit.” He grinned, flipping the fabric near her butt as he turned her, kissed the top of her head and gave her a soft push. “Looks good, though. New style.”

“Very funny.” She reached back to hold the gape shut, glancing at his strangely handsome face with its dark and light green hues. “Thanks for saving me.” 

“Oh, you could have gotten out. You’d just have made a much bigger rip.” 

“I could have unhooked myself if it wasn’t too tight for my arms.” 

“We should get Vatu to do these. She’d fit easily.” He rummaged for tools hanging above a work bench. 

“I’m sure she’d be happy to. She’s better with low-oxygen, too. Doesn’t mind at all.” 

“Hmm. I could go lanten. But I don’t think as clearly for this type of thing. I guess I could train myself.” 

He was still mumbling when she exited, climbed plaz steps to more hospitable atmosphere on the upper floors. In her room, she put on her second favorite outfit and grabbed a sewing kit. 

In the lounge, Zami squealed to see her. Yanda dropped the torn fabric and kit on a couch and rolled with him on the rug. 

“What happened? Did you split a seam?” Vatu wondered. 

“No. I tried to fix an air duct and caught on something. Mnenu’s going to go back and see what I snagged on, and fix the duct.”

Vatu set her device down. “Should we be worried?” 

“I don’t think it’s serious but Mnenu will give us a report. How about Swoopers?” Yanda said to Zami, pulling out a green box. 

“Swim?” he asked. 

“Let’s save the pool for evening, okay?” 

“Yes.” Zami looked eager, peering at the game which they hadn’t played.

“I’m going to get lots of water time on this trip, with all the pool enthusiasts.” Yanda grinned at Vatu. 

“I’ll see if Tlalit needs anything. She’s such a stoic.” Vatu stood.

“You’re so thoughtful. What about you? What do you need?” Yanda called to her.

Vatu waved a “don’t be silly” hand on her way across to the control room next door.

With his eyes focused, Zami made the box lid float off, then cards swoop up and land in his hands. 

“You’re going to get lazy doing everything with your mind,” she said, assembling a plaz structure, then taking the deck of cards from him and sliding them into a chute. 

“I’ll have a strong mind though, right?” he said.

She gazed at him, her finger poised over a button on the Swooper side which gleamed in several colors. “Are you really only three?” 

“Four pretty soon, if we’re following the Terlondian calendar.” 

“Even sooner with the Alland one.” Though I’m not sure that’s your native planet, she thought. She refused to accept Terlond as his home world. That gave his father, the Elf Zamani, more right to keep him in the elven forest. 

A voice that hadn’t been there for many months came into her head. Bonden. Calling out for help. Immediately the Hive Minds gathered—the ten fems who’d been in captivity together for a year and a half. They’d been free for nearly as long, as Yanda searched for her daughter. 

Bonden’s anguish pained Yanda so she nearly doubled over, but she pressed her palms to the carpet, forcing a smile for Zami. Yanda put a hand on her son’s arm so she could stay connected with him while her mind was elsewhere—as much to comfort her as to protect him. 

Having spent his first months with these female humanoids with powers from throughout the universe, he’d be easily susceptible to receiving the mind-meld but she tried to shield him. In Bonden’s mind, Yanda could see where she was: a cell with barbarous chains, dark patches she tried to imagine were not blood. 

She pictured the earnest, husky engineer who’d brought them through thirty-feet of solid rock to escape Krid, captured in that filth. She hitched a sob. “I thought you were out,” Yanda said across lightyears, throat tight. “Ilan asked us to come and get both of you. He didn’t say you were—” How could they get her loose? Yanda wondered. Who held her, and what would they encounter to set her free? Briefly, she also thought, “I have to get my daughter. I can’t be doing this.” 

Through clenched teeth, Bonden said, “He thought he’d have me out, I’m sure. Cocky bastard.” 

She tried to laugh but coughed instead, a wet cough. Yanda sensed through Bonden’s mind the collar around her neck that dampened her powers. 

“Are you on Tlalit’s ship?” Bonden asked. 

Yanda affirmed.

“I doubt if even they can find the schematics to this place.” Bonden’s voice was faint. Weak and in pain, she slumped against a scarred, stained surface behind her. “You have to look through the walls, Yanda. I hate to ask it. That’s probably why Ilan called to you and not fellow Qontaqians.” 

“Through multiple walls?” Yanda balked. Her sight was strong but she hadn’t been able to see into the rock labyrinth to find an escape. She could see down or over one layer at a time. 

“If Shouma could amplify,” Bonden said, “I think she could boost whatever you do.” There was slight hope, but more desperation, in Bonden’s tone. 

“I’m here,” Shouma said.

“Where are you physically?” Yanda asked. “Not on Qontaq, are you?” 

“I’m in the same star system, with my son’s family. My nephew’s a trader here and has ships with a lot of capabilities.” 

“Like what?” Yanda said. “What does he trade?” She put a grin into her question.

Ilan joined their minds. “I can support both of you without you entering into Qontaq’s atmosphere. You don’t want to land here. There’s a lot of unrest. You should stay behind the closest moon.” This last he directed to Tlalit. The mind-meld had grown to include many of their group, some in far distant locations. 

“I’ve got the closest moon’s coordinates,” Tlalit said. “We’ll head that way.” 

Yanda sensed Bonden’s tears welling reading the emotion in her mind as she took in the news that they were coming. 

Like a quick embrace, the hive-mind squeezed briefly, then released, a promise to be on-call understood. 

Yanda checked in with Zami. “How are you, cookie? Done eating? Want to get out?” 

Zami nodded and tried to slide down beneath the tray rigged to the table. She hoisted him up and carried him into the lounge, where he had cabinets filled with toys. As he rummaged for his favorites, she flopped into a giant pillow-chair and reconnected with Shouma by mind. “Where are you? Who else is with you?” 

Shouma sipped tea. “A lot of us are here on Sandu, my son’s planet.” 

She had only recently shared with her that none of her children had ever been to Erzon, the famous planet of the powerful Sonda people—Shouma’s clan. 

“Chela came to help heal my niece,” Shouma explained. “The Jejods have been here waiting for transport. Beri—” 

“Beri’s there?” Yanda did not expect this. The last they spoke, he’d wanted to get back to his home planet, Romden. He’d not seen his family since before their captivity together on Farn. 

“He met someone.” Shouma smirked fondly. 

“Oh.” Yanda wondered about that. Male? Female? They were friends but she’d sometimes thought he might have wanted more from her. He never said or did anything to make her think that but there was something in his eyes at times. “And Chin? Is she there, too?” 

“Chin says she doesn’t go home.” Shouma let that hang without explanation. 

Where was Chin’s home, anyway? The big warrior-trained fem had never said, and Yanda hadn’t asked. So much time together and so much she had never sought to know. 

“For the time being, she’s staying wherever the Jejods are.” 

“Dele must be back on Qontaq,” Yanda guessed. 

“No. She, too, met someone. Ran off to Prokit’s Moon, I think. Tell me about you, Yanda. Your daughter?” 

Yanda’s throat tightened. “She’s what our journey is about. Seiti left Alland looking for me. I went to Ash-Don for help finding her and, at Withum, we had a collective vision of Seiti on a moon in Unknown Space. But I don’t know if it’s real. I mean, how could it be?” 

Shouma tsked sympathy. “You’re not going into Unknown Space, are you?” 

Vatu had come in and settled on her favorite couch. “Can I join?” She tapped her temple. 

Yanda nodded. “Tenali’s ship was at the edge of the Known when we had the vision. He thought he was aligned with, or close to, the moon where my daughter might be.”

“Not that far from Mingal,” Vatu added. 

Yanda smiled at her, then shrugged. “It was very dreamlike. I don’t know if my daughter’s there at all.” The more solid the trip became, the less she trusted the likelihood. The fact that the Stones saw it with them and believed in its truth was her main touchstone now. 

“You have to believe in these messages,” Shouma told Yanda. “You have nothing else to go on, do you? So, you’ll head to where Tenali was? That means you’ll go home now, Vatu?” 

“Maybe.” Vatu played with her head nubs, a habit when certain uncomfortable questions arose. 

“Child, what are you running from?” Shouma asked. “Oh, here’s Tedro. Let me find out about the possibility of immediate departure to Belsom.” 

Yanda wasn’t surprised Shouma had plucked the name of the moon from Tlalit. “Okay. Talk soon.” Yanda hated to let Shouma go. It had been comforting to feel the woman’s powerful motherly presence. 

Vatu made a pouty face, clearly sharing the emotion. Pulling out of mind-meld, they gazed at each other for a moment, hands clenched in their laps. They’d grown used to worrying together this way. 

Vatu chewed a nail. “That’s distressing. About Bonden.” 

Yanda nodded. “At least Tlalit is willing to go there.” 

“Do you think we can save her?” Vatu asked. 

Yanda thought a moment. “Ilan seems like he can do anything.” 

“But he didn’t succeed.” 

“He needs us.” There was little Shouma and the other fems couldn’t do, Yanda thought. 

Merne came in from the control room and sat on the remaining couch that curved in an S. 

Stretching on her side, she pulled a transparent screen in front of her, fingers sweeping so that locations showed on maps in the air, dots and numbers appearing in varying colors on them. 

“How long?” Yanda asked.

“Hold on,” Merne said as she made calculations. 

Mnenu returned from rounds inspecting the ship. “Want to fill me in?” He folded himself on the rug near where Zami played, leaning against Yanda’s pillow chair. 

“Bonden’s captive in a place of torment.” To ease her worry, Yanda pulled a handful of Mnenu’s hair between her shaking fingers and proceeded to braid it, the motion and downy texture calming her. 

He reached back and stroked her arm. “That’s awful. Qontaqis have her?” 

“I assume. Ilan doesn’t think we should land on Qontaq so we’ll try to get help from Belsom, the closest moon. I guess they need me to see through multiple walls, though I’m not sure I can. From behind a moon? I have a feeling I’ll have to find a way onto the planet.” 

“Which is dangerous,” Vatu said, holding Yanda’s eyes in a steady gaze.

Yanda shrugged. “Well, I’m still going. It’s Bonden.” 

“Where’s Ilan?” Mnenu asked. 

“I don’t know. Hiding on Qontaq, I assume. Bonden said he probably thought he could get her out. He can take on any identity, even the mind-register. Like Vatu.” 

A faint tinge of turquoise moved through Vatu’s head-nubs, indicating pleasure or pride. 

“I doubt if I can do all Ilan does,” Vatu said, modestly. “I do it to keep unseen where I think he can probably be very powerful, imposing, with his ability. I’m just guessing because of the…potent energy that comes from him.”  

“He’s impressive,” Mnenu turned to look at Yanda, his hair now in a neat cornrow on each side. “He tried and it didn’t work? What happened?” 

“I haven’t talked to him since he spoke with Tlalit last night. He only said, ‘Come get us.’ I’ll see what I can find out.” Yanda shoved out of the voluminous chair, wanting to talk with Ilan alone. She was fond of the big redhead Qontaqian. He could be overbearing, but cared so fiercely. That was hard to resist in an often-hostile universe where no place felt like home. And now he and Bonden were in peril. 

Mnenu’s eyes followed her as she started across the room. She turned. “Zami, show Mnenu what you’re making. I’ll be right back.” 

“Let me see, buddy,” he said, though his dark intense eyes questioned her, detecting her desire to be alone to contact the Qontaqian man. 


Chapter
3

The door shooshed closed behind her and she climbed the narrow stairs to their berths level. Entering the narrow hall, she stopped at the third door on the left, an equivalent row on the right. Once inside, she coded the door in locked position, wanting a moment completely to herself—why, she couldn’t have said. 

Dropping the lower bunk, she tossed herself on it, rolled on her side and sent her mind to Ilan, pressing through heavy shielding. His mental register was keyed into her psyche, allowing her where few would find an opening. She tapped. “Are you safe?” 

“Not entirely,” came his tired reply. 
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