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Chapter 1

 

Erianda Rensler's world, and apparently the fate of the human race on the colony world of Rensler, changed just a few lunars after her twenty-third birthday. The change started simply, innocently enough. Crises had arisen, drastic enough for the Council of the Central Allied Worlds to call a meeting that included the governors of the colony worlds. Her uncle, Governor Eryk Rensler, had been suffering from some illness that wouldn't go away, and changed symptoms on a semi-regular basis. He sent his younger brother Edrian, Eri's father, because his physician didn't recommend Wrinkleship travel, with strain on every major organ.

Her mother Aura, who usually acted as hostess for Government House, went with Edrian. That left Eri the task of looking after her uncle, double-checking his security, and running a few discrete tests to make sure the physician was still a friend and not in the pay of some new enemy. She accepted her assignment with minimal grumbling. She was needed at home; she just didn't care to be saddled with the onerous duties of acting as hostess.

"On the bright side," her uncle said, when she grumbled to him over an after-dinner game of Stratagems, "with the way I'm feeling, you won't have to suffer through any social functions for a while. More time for flying patrol."

Eri knew she had been acting and feeling like a child. She let her uncle win two of their five games, to make up for her attitude. He felt bad enough by the end of the evening that he didn't seem to notice, and retired to bed before his usual midnight.

The reprieve from social obligations was short-lived. Less than two days after her parents' ship left orbit, a Council starship slid into orbit and the Honorable Inspector General Asmondias Kreeng shuttled down to the colony.

Eri loathed him on first sight, and found it harder than usual to blush and stammer during the formal welcoming ceremony, playing the part of a featherhead as she had done since she had been old enough to support the family secret. She was grateful to cut the ceremony short, because her uncle suffered another inexplicable fever.

Asmondias Kreeng was an imposing specimen of a man, with olive skin, thick, black curls ruthlessly tamed, wide shoulders and straight posture, a predator's gaze, and several intriguing scars--all jammed into a suit of full formal regalia that nearly chimed with decorations and insignias of office. Eri idly wondered how long it took him to get dressed in the morning. She was sure his gorgeous, coarse-looking hair was a wig, and he was bald, and the strong, stern character of his face was the result of cosmetic surgery and not actual living and experience. He walked with mincing steps and had a lace-edged, perfumed handkerchief tucked in each cuff and his big, strong, long-fingered hands were manicured. Eri decided not to look closely enough to see if he used polish.

His entourage were all just like him--men who looked like they had come up through the ranks breaking bones only to let the arbiters of fashion polish it away and wrap their impressive physiques in stiff uniforms, perfume, cosmetics and polish. There was no real challenge left in their lives, except perhaps to avoid choking on paperwork.

With Eri's uncle indisposed, if she didn't attend to these visitors and make sure they weren't here to cause trouble, who would do it? A Rensler had led the first settlers to land on the planet. The safety of Rensler was an inherited obligation, and Eri wasn't going to be the first generation to fail that duty.
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Eri's father had trained her from childhood to appear fluffy, ruffly, and silly, while honing mind and body into a sleek, efficient weapon. When she was a child, she had hated the hours spent learning to dance and to walk, to discuss literature, politics, fashion and art, and to charm the many guests who came to Government House. She had feared she was being groomed to take over her mother's position as hostess, and seriously contemplated stowing away on one of the sporadic starships that came to take away vast cargos of medicinal plants.

When she turned ten, Eri learned she had a far different destiny waiting for her. To her delight, she learned her beloved Papa wasn't the shy, bookish younger brother of the governor, who stayed in the shadows and took care of all his research and office work. Edrian was, under cover of darkness, the Talon, defender of the downtrodden--player of viciously nasty tricks against the racist bigots who kept trying to take over the Central Allied Worlds or posed threats to the refugees protected by the colony. 

The Talon was the hero of every child on the planet. Eri chafed for three days against the prohibition to tell anyone, at the risk of her family's lives, that her quiet, overlooked father was the Talon.

Then on the fourth day she realized, as the only representative of the next generation, it was up to her to continue the tradition of the Talon. At the age of ten, she set about training in earnest, learning tricks of stealth and espionage, how to fight without energy weapons, how to defend herself with her bare hands, rather than depending on personal defense screens and technology to warn of and ward off attack. She learned, to her great delight, how to ride and communicate with the Nightskimmers, enormous winged, sentient creatures, with inborn radar, a piercing cry, and the long, poison-tipped talons from which her father took his name.

When she ached from her rigorous physical training, Eri welcomed the respite of the lessons that once made her want to scream. She looked upon the boring parties and social occasions as chances to hone her skills of observation, stealth, and reading between the lines of the most innocuous-seeming conversation.

Eri especially enjoyed pretending to be useless fluff, totally devoted to the intricate rules of high society. She managed to stay on the best of terms with the best people, always welcome at every social event.

It was exhausting, being popular and yet the sort of girl that no one thought worth pursuing. Eri enjoyed making the eyes of young men light up with interest, and then watching that interest fade when they realized there was nothing under the spun sugar prettiness.

By the time she reached her seventeenth birthday, the game wasn't quite so amusing. Not a single man of the upper crust and socially powerful interested her. Unfortunately, the men of the outlying settlements, the harvesting camps, where toughened individuals searched the forests and plains and wastelands of the planet, only saw her public face and didn't think much of the last generation of the Renslers. Such elemental, strong people who understood what really mattered--loyalty, survival, and friendship--were just the kind of men Eri wanted to meet and perhaps court with. She feared if they knew she was the daughter of the Talon, trained to carry on his legacy, they would be too intimidated to speak with her, much less ask her to dance. And she did so much love to dance.
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Soon after the arrival of Inspector Kreeng, Eri had bigger problems than distracting and keeping track of a bruiser-turned-dandy and his gang of powder-puff thugs. The Talon's network of informants usually sent information in regular pulses, and she worried when rumors trickled in separately, instead of in bundles. It meant the people sending the rumors, stories and fragments of confirmed details were worried enough to bypass the routine established when her father and uncle were younger than her. Eri sent out a request for more data to the older men who acted as clearinghouses for information sent to the Talon. The request went out less than twenty minutes before Inspector Kreeng's ship came into orbit around Rensler, so Eri didn't have time to let Uncle Eryk know about this newest development. The welcoming dinner and formal meeting of the governor's cabinet exhausted him. Organizing the schedule of tours for Kreeng and his assistants took up all the rest of Eri's time, so that it was two days later before she was able to slip away to the Nightskimmer caverns under Government House and check her messages.

Borderline folk vanishing. Twenty rumored. Eight confirmed. Six found dead. Eleven missing short while but gaps in memories. Suspect testing. Set'ri.

Eri cursed when she got to the last word, the worst word anyone could use or hear in these unsettled days. To call someone a Set'ri was an insult almost worthy of death. The Set'ri had tried several times to take over the colony, to dig into the secrets the Rensler family guarded, and locate the Hoveni who had come here for safety generations ago. Her father, Edrian, had foiled the Set'ri multiple times.

Now, it seemed, the Set'ri had returned to Rensler. Eri gritted her teeth and fought down the nausea and fury that tried to cloud her thinking.

The Borderline folk were those with extra sensitivity. The people who seemed to know something was going to happen a few seconds before it happened, who seemed to get along better with the woodland creatures than with humans. Eri liked the Borderline folk. She had many happy childhood memories of days spent with them, and training with them. Borderline folk made the best members of the forest patrol, and found the freshest, most potent medicinal plants for harvesting and off-world export.

The Set'ri didn't see those talents as worthy enough to let them live. Their genetics weren't 'pure' human, and that made them worthy of death. Perhaps the Set'ri theorized the Borderline folk were Hoveni half-bloods, and had come hunting them, in hopes of coercing them to betray the shapeshifters, here on Rensler and perhaps on Gemar.

Eri refused to let that happen. The Borderline folk and the Hoveni were her distant kin. Besides, it was the legacy of the Talon to protect the innocent and abused. She stomped across the cave to retrieve her riding leathers. Time for the Talon to investigate.

Eri felt half her worries and burdens fall off her shoulders the moment she slid into the saddle on her Nightskimmer's back. Chirping softly in the limited portion of the Nightskimmer tongue that the human mouth could handle, she let her mount know the urgency of tonight's flight. No joy ride, this time. The Nightskimmer, Sree, chirped acknowledgement and reared back, pushing off her perch and straight up into the air with powerful hindquarters. In moments, they swooped up through the hole in the ceiling and out into the chilly evening air. Eri barely held back her whoop of exhilaration.

Far below them, one or two people out on the riverside saw the flicker of Nightskimmer wings and the hourglass-shaped silver mark on one wing. The Nightskimmer Aeza, Edrian's mount had that mark, and had passed it on to all her descendants. Eri and her mount had grown up together, and she was proud that her filly wore the mark.

She was even prouder when she heard a few voices rise up in greeting through the night air, as they passed beyond the light from the settlement and faded into the night shadows. Everyone below thought the Talon rode through the skies, protecting their people. Mount and rider were ageless, undying, and Eri intended to keep it that way. The problem of who would take up the mantle of the Talon after her would just have to wait to be handled in the far future.

Nightskimmers communicated in the sonic frequencies, and navigated using organic radar, according to the CAW's biologists. What those hurried and harried scientists didn't learn, and Eri's family would never tell, was that Nightskimmers tasted the air, with such accuracy they could tell how many people or animals were below them, their physical health, what sort of weapons they had, and even what mood the crowd was in. Eri hoped Sree could tell friend from foe tonight. The Set'ri were off-worlders, true, but how long would it take them, breathing the air, drinking the water and eating the food, before their body chemistry changed enough they could fool Nightskimmers into thinking them natives?

Three hours later, the pair had flown past four settlements that Eri considered the most likely targets of the Set'ri. No unusual activity. It was possible the genetic bigots were taking their time, moving with caution, letting the countryside calm down between attacks.

That didn't mean she could relax, now that she had been put on the alert. What would her father do?

Eri knew, but following in his footsteps required a slightly uncomfortable maneuver. Sighing, she dug in the saddlebags and pulled out the full-face mask just like the one her father wore.

This mask smelled of things better left to the imagination. Unfortunately, Eri had a thoroughly active imagination, and it was all she could do not to gag on the stench of the herbal/slime compound that changed her voice, or the jammed full feeling in her throat, until her nose grew numb and the tissues in her voice box finished adapting.

When she landed at the first settlement, her voice had descended to the range between tenor and baritone. She didn't dismount, and let the height of the Nightskimmer's back, the thickness of her flying jacket and the folds of the heat-deflecting cape create the illusion of a tall, broad-shouldered man. In short, the Talon.

The magistrate of this particular settlement was an old friend, and it was all Eri could do not to ask personal questions about his wife, daughters and grandchildren. She couldn't remember if the Talon was a good enough friend to know these details. It was highly satisfying to see the man's eyes widen and the sternness wash over his features when she warned of Set'ri activity in the area. He assured the Talon his people would be triply alert and watch out for strangers as well as unusual activity in the area. She thanked him, nearly made a mistake of offering her hand to shake, and hurried on to her next stop.

When she climbed up the passageway to her bedroom only two hours before dawn, Eri had visited eleven settlements. She was exhausted when she climbed out of bed, four hours later, and would have slept until mid-afternoon, anticipating another night of patrols and visiting more settlements. However, she had that dratted Inspector Kreeng and his fashionably dressed minions to lead around by the nose.

"A hero's work is never done," she muttered, and wished she had someone to laugh with about the half-joking complaint, just as she had seen her parents laugh about it through the sols.

It just wasn't fair. Kreeng and his assistants looked so tasty, and possibly still possessed the skills and experience to be of help to her. But it was the Talon's policy never to trust off-worlders, no matter their credentials, until they had been tested and had proven themselves to be devoted to justice and life, rather than the latest political movement.

"They just look so good," she complained under her breath, as she painted her face. "How can they stand to sit around and play with facts and figures and reports all day long? What's the use of bodybuilding, of all that training, if you don't use it?"

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Just short of midnight, Eri bade her tiresome, entirely too self-satisfied and perfumed guests goodnight. Less than an hour later, she struck gold, at the third settlement she visited the night before.

She realized she shouldn't have felt such relief to see the flares of activity through the infrared lenses, and to hear the sub-sonic chirps from Sree reporting the scents of conflict, fire and blood, and many, many off-worlders down below.

At first, Eri felt only rage on the part of the Borderline folk, and excitement. This was her first battle flying solo as the Talon. She urged her mount down to land, and vowed she would make her father proud.

She leaped off the Nightskimmer's back, arms spread so her cape acted as a parachute, and skimmed silently down to land on a man dressed entirely in matte-black gear. He went down with a muffled grunt and lay stunned long enough for her to yank off his helmet while someone squawked orders and coordinates from the earpiece, and clobber him unconscious with a rock. Eri shook her head and mentally marked the score: Set'ri, zero, Talon and humanity, one. This was just what her father talked about when he warned her against dependence on technology. This Set'ri depended so much on his equipment to defend him and fight the battle for him, he never thought to look up into the night sky for attack.

Eri stripped him of his equipment and hung him upside down, bound with shrinker vines. As daylight approached, the vines would contract, pulling the Set'ri soldier higher into the trees, and ultimately strangle him if someone didn't find him soon enough. It gave him a chance to escape, but Eri hoped he failed. She would worry about ethics and honor when Rensler was a free, safe world once more.

After that Set'ri, she tripped up and trapped three more. Then the enemies were too close together for her to risk taking the time to disarm and bind them. Eri contented herself with setting booby-traps, simple things the enemy's sophisticated machines would never classify as dangers. Snares to yank unsuspecting intruders skyward by their ankles and break bones. Spike-pod bushes held back with tripwires, so when enemies came striding through, the branches snapped forward and peppered them with venom-filled needles to cause instant itching, rashes, swelling, and difficulty in breathing. The remedy was at hand, in the fruit of the spike-pod bushes, but would the enemy think to pluck a juicy pod and eat the seeds? Probably not.

Her father, Eri reflected, was a genius. Refusing to depend on technology, to use only the natural defenses, routes, and creatures of the planet, made the Talon seem supernaturally crafty, nearly invisible, and impossible to predict.

A woman's shriek startled Eri as she set her sixth spike-pod snare. She ducked down, and held still. That voice sounded familiar. She said a few prayers and waited, though it was a physical pain to hold still. 

Eri muffled a gasp when she saw Dreanna, whom she had played with in the river when they were children, stumble into the clearing just a few steps away from her. She reached back blindly for a spike-pod branch to use as a club. Dreanna fell and a figure in matte-black, with blinking sensor lights all over his suit, raced into the clearing. He chortled just like Eri expected a villain to do. She growled, clutching the branch.

A flash of light and a shriek broke the momentary stillness. The stink of scorched plastic and expensive silicate circuitry filled the air with smoke. The Set'ri arched backwards before crumpling to his knees. 

"Are you all right?" a man asked, and stepped out of the darkness. He wore all black, but his clothes looked natural, not synthetic. He didn't wear a helmet, but a hood, and had black smeared across his face to help him blend into the night. The weapon he holstered at his waist appeared to be his only technology. His movements were gentle as he helped Dreanna stand, and his voice had an off-world, nasal bite.

Off-worlders, helping in the battle against the Set'ri?

Eri didn't feel the least bit embarrassed that she stayed still and watched someone else rescue a friend. She had a lot to think about. If friendly strangers had joined this fight, she had some changes to make in her booby traps, didn't she?

To her chagrin and amusement, she spent most of the next two hours checking her traps and making sure friendly forces didn't stumble into them. She caught and disarmed five more Set'ri, and left them where the off-worlders could find them.

The battle seemed to be over, with victory on the side of Rensler and her unidentified new friends. Eri knew better than to trust the quiet. She whistled for Sree. The Nightskimmer swooped down, only betrayed by an extra-strong puff of wind and a patch of darkness against the few stars that penetrated the cloud cover. With a few soft chirps, she asked her mount to scan for enemy forms.

The Nightskimmer let out a shriek loud enough and low enough on the scale to be heard back at Government House. Eri barely swung up into the saddle before Sree arrowed through the forest, sometimes tipping sideways to twist around trees. She held on for dear life and concentrated on pressing close against the creature's back, to keep from being knocked off by a branch. 

There was only one thing that could make the Nightskimmer react in such panic, forgetting all inborn rules of stealth--children were in danger.

Eri held on tight, swallowed hard, and took deep breaths to fight the nausea from the twisting, tipping flight. She counted to thirty, and in the next heartbeat the Nightskimmer burst out into a clearing holding a shelter half-buried in the loam and covered with flowering bushes. The trapdoor hung open and shrieks in ear-piercing pitches erupted from inside. The Set'ri had found the hiding place for the children.
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