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Chapter 1

 

Spring 1991

"Johnny, take Jimmy with you." 

Wren spoke with that tired sigh that was more effective than scolding for getting her children to obey. Especially her recalcitrant fourteen-year-old eldest son. Lady Delyania constantly remarked how much Johnny was like his father and uncle, and gave sympathy more than advice. She always reminded Johnny that his duty, above that to the Felin-ru clan, was to obey his parents. Wren appreciated that, and loved her mother-in-law dearly because the woman was not critical. Right at that moment, she felt a little resentment because Lady Delyania was in Rehdonna and she was here with her family at the massive house Bree had inherited from Dr. Gregory in Lyndvale, and Johnny was being, quite frankly, a snot.

Johnny looked at her with his father's green eyes and flattened his lips into a thin line and gave the merest sideways glance at Jimmy Reed, three years younger and enough like him in looks and temperament to be his brother, not his cousin. On his part, Jimmy wouldn't even look at his cousin, who had headed for the woods behind the Reed house with a canteen and his brand-new compass and the shadowy company of two felin-ru.

"Jimmy, go with Johnny," Bree said. "Warn him away from that mud-hole of yours--in plenty of time not to fall into it."

"Mud hole?" Wren decided maybe it was better not to know.

"Jimmy is convinced the Tobrizz have managed to get here and are lurking in the woods. He's set up several traps for them. Unfortunately, I think Ari taught him how." Bree brushed her dark hair back from her face and set about re-tying the scarf that held it out of her way. "Go on," she said, when her son and nephew just stood there. "The two of you are going to have to learn to get along someday for the good of the clan, so you might as well start now." She settled down in her lawn chair, lowering herself slowly by leaning on the armrest. A tiny gasp escaped her just before she reached the cushion.

"Are you all right?" Wren got up and held out a hand, visibly restraining herself from touching her sister-in-law's seven-month-pregnant stomach to monitor her and the baby.

"Just the heat." Bree turned her hazel eyes on both boys, commanding with a look. Johnny turned and stalked across the deep, shadowed back yard to the forest and ravine beyond it. Jimmy watched his cousin a moment, then looked to his mother.

"Mama?" His voice threatened to break a little. "I'd rather stay and help you."

"Aunt Wren is here, chiya." Bree's stern look brightened. "Go on. Johnny doesn't know everything, and it's better if he learns it easily, instead of covered with mud or buried under one of your avalanches."

That earned a grin from her son. He took to his heels and streaked across the lawn, with a swiftness that reminded both watching women of the felin-ru who guarded their children constantly these days.

"Those boys are going to be the death of us," Wren murmured. "Why do they hate each other so much?"

"I don't think it's hate." Bree reached for her glass of ice water. "I think they're both strong-willed and want to be the leaders. They don't like competition, and they don't know what to do with it. Remember when they just adored each other?"

"You couldn't separate them at the end of a visit." She chuckled and nodded. "What happened to our adorable little boys? They're turning into bratty teenagers."

"Maybe it's a mercy Daniel and Aravin were separated as boys. Rehdonna probably couldn't have survived the battles." That earned laughter from her sister-in-law.

The echoes reached the two boys, who stood ten feet apart, hiding in the shadows of the trees ringing the yard, looking back at their mothers.

"At least they had a chance to grow up before they had to handle their antipathy," Wren agreed. "I suppose it's perfectly normal. If our children can be described as normal."

"Normal for our worlds and circumstances. Normal for themselves. We want them to be themselves, don't we?" Again, more laughter.

"What's antipathy?" Johnny grumbled.

"Like hate."

"Figures you'd know."

"I don't think I hate you," Jimmy said, choosing to ignore the faint insult. Johnny's only response was a grunt. The younger boy watched his mother a few moments longer, then sighed and gestured down the barely visible trail into the woods. 

The property backed up to the trailing edge of the Silver Mountains park system. Jimmy envied his older cousin because he spent so much time in Rehdonna, but he knew Johnny envied him the freedom to roam the forest. That evened things out, somewhat.

The boys trotted down the trail for a few minutes, into the ravine, across the trickle of stream left over from the two-foot-deep torrent that tumbled through it during spring thaw and rains. As they started up the other side, Jimmy stopped at a flat ledge of stone he used as a marker point and looked back once more at the yard where their mothers waited.

"What's wrong now?" Johnny sighed.

"It's not the Tobrizz, you know. The Taksearhe are too careful to monitor the barriers." He waited until he caught a faint echo of voices and judged from the sound that his mother was all right. "The FOM is getting nosy again."

"Huh." He turned and headed up the trail without Jimmy.

"It's true. Why do you think we all got pulled out of school and now we're getting our lessons at home? I heard my Dad talking to yours, and he said you almost took the same test they tried to give me."

"What else did you hear?" Johnny frowned when Jimmy didn't answer, but instead beckoned for him to follow around an outcropping of scorching rock sticking out of the hillside. His frown changed to an interested grin when the outcropping gave way to a shadowed cave mouth. "This is great," he admitted without any grudging, when he crawled deep enough into the cave to see the bench made of boards, and the cache of cookies, bottled water, and some slightly shriveled apples Jimmy brought from a plastic crate.

"There's an echo." Jimmy gestured with a jerk of his chin back across the ravine. "Mama and Dad don't realize because they don't come out this way. I listen to them talk sometimes, when I know they don't want to tell me something. If we're not careful, our mothers will hear us talking, too."

"Smart." He took a big bite of cookie and let out another sigh. "You are definitely smarter than me. But I don't hate you, either."

"Thanks."

"What about the Future of Man trying to test us?"

"We had a substitute teacher three weeks ago, and he gave us a bunch of tests to take and he got mad at me when I asked why we had to take it. He said that just because I was a Reed, that didn't mean I knew everything or I could boss people around. See, I knew right there something was wrong, because we didn't have name tags on our clothes or our desks, and Mrs. Avramowitz let us rearrange our desks and she didn't make a new seating chart yet. How did this bozo know my last name? And the way he said it gave me that creepy feeling Aunt Jori always says we should listen to."

"So you told your dad and he found out the substitute was an FOM jerk and all of us got pulled out of school?"

"Worse." He leaned across the gap in the narrow cave and lowered his voice. "I told Celia on the way home from school and she had the exact same tests. She took an extra one, and the substitute in her class got mad because she didn't get all the extras back. Who ever heard of a teacher caring if extra test papers get thrown out or something?"

"Wait a minute." Johnny raised a hand, signaling him to pause. "Celia had a substitute who gave her the same test, on the same day? She's four years younger than you. Bad news," he said, giving vent to a whistle.

"Bad news," his cousin agreed. "So we ran home and told Dad and he got people together and he found out that Loryn's teacher got a substitute and every single kid who belongs to our clan got a substitute and we all got tests."

"So that's why my folks came running and pulled us out of school and Great-Gramps has been making tons of phone calls to all his political friends."

"The Future of Man is after us kids now, instead of bugging our parents." Jimmy hunched in on himself a little. "What if they try to kidnap my mother just before she has the baby, to take the baby away?"

"Nobody can hurt Aunt Bree. She's a Taksearhe. She can go to other worlds just by thinking about them."

"There's lots of ways to catch even Taksearhe. And most of those ways can hurt my mother and the baby."

"It's okay, Jimmy." Johnny squeezed his cousin's shoulder and shook him a little. "I'll help guard Aunt Bree. I promise." He dug into his pocket and pulled out his brand-new pocketknife. "I'll even swear in blood and everything."

Jimmy was suitably impressed. When the older boy made tiny slits in their index fingers to mingle their blood, Jimmy wanted to let more drops fall, to see what the blood would do when it touched rock or dirt or the styptic plants that grew in the opening of the cave mouth. Johnny talked him out of it--probably in retribution because Jimmy wouldn't let him cut their wrists for the vow. Their fragile new friendship was salvaged when Jimmy showed his cousin how to crush the leaves of the plants to seal their cuts. Their mothers would notice if they spattered any blood on themselves, and eventually maternal questions would worm the secret of the cave and their vow out of both boys. The less visible signs of their work, the less chance their mothers would interfere. What good was a blood vow, after all, if their mothers and fathers all knew about it before day's end?
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Jimmy was only half-right about the reason for the meeting between the various leaders among the exiles from Rehdonna. The combined leaders of the Taksearhe and Felin-ru and Montainor clans were nearing the end of a lengthy negotiation process that would salvage an institution near and dear to their hearts. Lyndvale University, like other public higher education facilities across the country, had gone up for sale because the state government could not pay the bills to run the physical campus, let alone pay salaries. It wasn't just the budget crunch that came from dropping enrollment and loss of out-of-state higher tuition fees, thanks to the illnesses ravaging the country in waves. Too many bad administrations in a row, combined with fancy bookkeeping that borrowed from Peter, at interest, to pay Paul while income went down and scholarship grants went up, had combined to bankrupt the state's budget years ago. The facilities at Lyndvale had important sentimental and research value for the exiles, with Daniel and Bree at the head of them all. The exiles planned to use their vast resources to buy the university, keep it going as a private foundation, and use it to enlarge their holdings in the town of Lyndvale.

Jimmy, who listened and understood far more than even his doting parents imagined--and that was a great deal--estimated that between his family and other high clan leaders, they owned nearly eighty percent of the homes and apartments and nearly seventy percent of the businesses in Lyndvale. If they wanted, they could someday close off the town and make their security perfect. If this latest attempt by the Future of Man to evaluate the next generation was any indication, they would need all the security they could get.

"Have you heard the off-main news reports?" Daniel said that evening while he and Aravin stood over the serving table at dinner.

The easiest way for the combined Reed-Harland families to handle mealtime was to set up a picnic buffet in the backyard whenever possible. It freed the children to be as messy as they wanted and let the adults have serious conversations without worrying too much about younger ears and minds picking up everything.

Jimmy sat on the grass leaning against the back of his mother's pillow-lined chair. He could hear everything without anyone knowing he was there, and he was close enough to help Bree if she needed anything. Johnny was fine enough company, now that they had somewhat of a truce, but he was busy with learning a marble game Grandma Delyania had sent to the children. Jimmy's sister, Celia, kept to a corner with their cousin Annie, defending their baby dolls from Annie's twin, Brock. Loryn, Aunt Khyber's daughter, sat by Johnny, alternately reading, eating her dinner very slowly, or watching Johnny try to decipher the game. Adult conversation was much more interesting.

"Which ones?" Aravin asked, frowning at the pea salad he scooped up. Jimmy wondered about that, because it was one of his father's favorites.

"Health." Daniel glanced over his shoulder at their wives, who were looking at them and waiting for the conversation to continue.

Jimmy still couldn't figure out how they did it. Somehow, one couple could be talking about something grave or exciting, and the other couple suddenly knew what was going on, even from across the room or in another building. He asked several times. His mother told him he would understand when he grew up, and his father said he had to wait for his tandeer to arrive. Jimmy understood the concept of tandeer and filar; a spirit-brother sounded much more fun than being mind-and-soul bonded with some girl he had never met before. Though, he supposed if the girl was like his mother or Aunt Wren, he could put up with it. They were smart and they didn't let things make them scream or get sick and they didn't cry about anything silly.

"More odd diseases cropping up. Too many, and too fast, and too similar to be all those mutations they keep warning about," his uncle continued. "And here's the frightening part--they seem to be limited to specific ethnic groups or geno-types. Nothing the doctors come up with has any effect. It's like trying to treat cancer with penicillin."

"Remember when we were little, they used to warn us that we had to use up the entire prescription, not stop taking it when we felt better?" Bree mused. The chair creaked a little as she sat forward. "People just didn't listen. They didn't realize that there were bacteria and viruses still alive in their systems that hadn't been killed yet. When they didn't finish the run of the medicine, it trained the diseases to be stronger and made them immune, so to speak."

"These aren't just penicillin-resistant bugs anymore, are they?" Wren said. Her voice was soft, the way it went when she was working on healing someone. It made Jimmy shiver a little. He liked his aunt very much, but it made him feel a little queer inside to know she could touch his hand and see inside his blood and know what made him feel sick. It made pretending to be sick and stay home from school very hard to do in their house, according to Johnny.

Why anybody would want to stay home from school, Jimmy couldn't figure out. He liked to learn. He liked getting all his tests perfect and being allowed to study special subjects the others in his class couldn't. He had liked it even more when his parents pulled him and Celia out of the public school and started their own classes. Jimmy bounced around to dozens of different subjects, studying anything he wanted, and no one told him he had to slow down and wait for the others his own age to catch up with him. That was part of why they didn't get along sometimes, according to Johnny, but Jimmy didn't understand that part, either. His cousin was very smart; just in different ways.

"We have to do something about the FOM," Aravin said. He sat down on the ground next to Bree's chair.

"We have to prove they're the ones creating all the mutated bugs moving across the country, first," Daniel countered. "Yes, we're rich. We're getting stronger, more able to protect our own every year, but that doesn't make us vigilantes for the rest of the country."

"How about the rest of the world?" Wren said. "Sooner or later, the futurists are going to get tired of trying to twist this country's political agenda and health system to suit their breeding plans, and they're going to reach out to the rest of the world."

"Who says they already aren't?" Bree countered. "There are outbreaks of disease that can be explained by famine and crowded conditions, poverty and filth and drought, but what if those conditions are manipulated? What if the FOM is already ridding out the genetic stock they don't want? What if these diseases are tailored to destroy certain genetic types?"

"What can we do about it?" Daniel said. "Yes, we see the danger, and we're slowly convincing other people to see what we do, and to try to prepare and protect. But the FOM has had two generations to prepare. We have our children to protect. We have a whole other world to rid of the Tobrizz, as well as protect ourselves in this world."

"We dig in and grow stronger, my sons," Lady Delyania said, appearing in the doorway to the house. She smiled serenely, as always, and came down the steps holding baby Tomas. Khyber and her husband, Jarod followed with those bemused smiles they always seemed to wear just after Jarod came back from a scouting mission or Khyber was able to go back to Rehdonna for a visit.

Aunt Khyber and Uncle Jarod were tandeer, and according to his mother, that made up for the fact they weren't able to spend much time together. Khyber was busy with her writing and research and using her contacts in New York and the government to get information and settle more immigrants from Rehdonna. Jarod, a former park ranger, was a guerilla leader in Rehdonna. 

"Perhaps not this generation," she continued. She settled down in the chair facing Bree and Wren and cradled the baby boy on her lap. "Perhaps this one will lead. Or perhaps Jo'am."

Jimmy froze. He hated it when his Rehdonnayan name was used in this world. It always meant something solemn was being discussed. His parents never called him Jo'am when they were disciplining him. They called him James Allen Reed, on both sides of the barrier between worlds, when he had done something wrong.

"What would you like to do most, Jo'am, when you are grown up?" his grandmother continued.

"Jimmy?" Bree turned, looking over her shoulder. "What are you doing eating back there?" She laughed a little, and turned enough to touch his shoulder. "Come out, will you?"

"Eavesdropping," Aravin said, but he was smiling too. He beckoned, and Jimmy settled down next to his father. "How do you think I learned so much of your work, Mother, when I was so young? I listened at doors and learned to hide in the bushes under your office window. I thought there was nothing in the world so wonderful as adult problems and how my mother handled them."

"With your father's constant help, by D'hune's grace." Delyania sighed and her smile faded. Jimmy felt guilty for a moment, even though he had done nothing to bring up the subject. His grandfather, Jokam, had died of a lingering illness two years ago. They had almost lost Delyania to her sorrow and the shock of their broken bond, even though they had all been prepared for the death. The boy wondered sometimes why anyone wanted to find their tandeer bond. It seemed all problems and mysteries and nothing fun at all about it.

Tomas started crying. Khyber took her son and settled down with him, and in only a few moments the little boy was laughing. 

"What would you like to be and do, Jo'am?" Delyania repeated.

"Study things," was his instant reply.

"What things?" She smiled, but her voice was serious.

"Everything, Abehla. I want to find out why things do what they do--and maybe find out how the FOM is making all the diseases that are hurting people. And lots of things."

"A research scientist," Daniel said with a grin. "Doc will be delighted."

"We'll certainly have the facilities, once this deal comes through," Jarod said. He tweaked his son's little foot, making Tomas squeal with laughter.

"Oh, lovely." Bree rested her hand on Jimmy's tangled black curls. "You remember something, Jimmy. Lyndvale University is not your private playground even though we'll own it soon. In fact, the fewer people who know who you are, the better for you."

"Safer, you mean," the boy said. He tried to keep his face solemn, but inside his heart raced, threatening to burst from his chest.

They hadn't said no! They had acted and talked as if it was perfectly natural for him to study at Lyndvale even though he was only eleven. With Dr. Harland to guide him, Jimmy could study everything, learn everything he wanted. He could do things and change things and help people. He had picked the mutating diseases because that was what the adults had just been talking about--but why not? Why couldn't he learn about genetics and how to fight diseases and stop the FOM from controlling the future?
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"He's finally asleep," Bree reported as she came back into the living room. All the children were in their beds and the adults had convened indoors. "I've never seen him so excited about anything before. He even ignored Johnny's teasing, and that's a miracle in itself."

"I'll have a talk with Johnny," Daniel began.

"No, don't. Those two have to learn to get along sometime. They might as well learn to be friends now instead of later when the fate of Rehdonna rests on them."

"What was it about this time?" Wren said with a sigh.

"Girls," Aravin said, grinning. "It seems Loryn is spending too much time with Jimmy to be healthy, and Jimmy is too nice to her."

"Oh, no..." Khyber shook her head. "She's too young for hormones!"

"I don't think it is," Bree said, almost in a whisper. "They're very good friends. They've never fought. And just this morning...you were upstairs with Tomas, but Loryn was looking for you and she fell on those wretched switchback stairs and before she could start crying, Jimmy came running and helped her get up."

"You think they're tandeer?" Jarod shook his head. He sat down next to Khyber and slid an arm around her shoulders. "What do you think?"

"I have no way of knowing," his wife said slowly. "I could ask Twist-feather, but she hardly ever listens to me anymore. I get this impression that I'm just too old for her tastes now," she added with a snort of disgust.

The others responded with chuckles and grins. No one said anything, though Bree thought she saw some smart remarks waiting to burst from Daniel's lips. He still grumbled about how Khyber had managed to keep Twist-feather a secret from him while she was helping Dr. Harland rehabilitate him after his childhood accident.

"I'd be interested to know how long this new interest of his lasts," Delyania said slowly. "I remember how you were so passionate about so many wonderful causes, when you were a boy, Aravin. Then, when something more pressing came up, you followed it just as eagerly."

"Mother..." Aravin sighed and leaned his head on Bree's shoulder in mock weariness and defeat, making the others in the room laugh. "Jimmy is far more serious and steady than I was at his age."

"He doesn't have a twin yanking his mind into other worlds half the time, you mean," Daniel said.

"Possibly." Brothers exchanged grins. Then Aravin grew thoughtful. "Do we do him good or harm, to guide him so early into such a..."

"Responsible track of study?" Bree supplied. "He's always loved visiting Doc in his lab. I swear he knows more about Cryptos and Antos than we do. He does love research and finding out how things work. I remember how worried I was when he was just learning to talk, and he wasn't pestering me with ten thousand 'why' questions every day."

"He learned early to find out for himself," Delyania said, nodding. "Call Dr. Harland and ask him if he is willing to take on a special pupil."

"Wait." Wren stared at a spot in the air, a few feet above the pale green carpeting. "Are we only doing this to keep the boys from fighting over Rehdonna someday?"

"What?" Daniel started to laugh, then his eyes widened as he visibly caught where his wife's mind aimed. "If Jimmy is busy with science, he won't have time to learn to be the leader the next generation needs."

"Johnny is the heir," Aravin said. "I have known that since he first stepped foot in Rehdonna. The felin-ru have been especially attracted to him, just as Twist-feather has always been attracted to especially gifted children. I am more than happy that my son be his right hand, and that the boys are led in different directions so they never even think of becoming rivals."

"So be it," Delyania said, nodding. She raised her hands in silent invocation, then spread them, palms up, making all those in the room witness to what had been decided, just as if she sat with her advisors in the clan house's council hall.

"Well," Wren said, after a moment of solemn silence marked the moment, "we have Rehdonna and our boys settled. What do we do about Lyndvale and Willowood?"

"Lyndvale, I understand, but Willowood?" Khyber said, just a hint of laughter in her voice.

"It is close to our hearts, just like Lyndvale," Delyania said, nodding. "We must protect Old Solar's and the doorway, just as we protect our kin in Logon and here in Lyndvale."

"Being a private school, Willowood has a little more control over its health regulations and who gets in," Daniel began.

"That might not do much good," Jarod offered. "I mean, usually viruses and things like that are killed off by the extremes in temperature, right?"

"Not anymore," Wren murmured, shaking her head. Her eyes had taken on that distant look of deep thoughts. "Someone proposed that colder climates are healthier because germs die in cold, but people are so profligate with heating everything and keeping themselves at almost hothouse temperatures at home, the diseases are surviving. The toxins building up in the environment are helping, too. Winter doesn't kill and tropical temperatures in summer don't seem to make a difference, either."

"That's what I was starting to talk about at dinner," Daniel said. "Besides the diseases that seem tailor-made, there are the problems with travel. Lyndvale dying as a school is just the tip of the iceberg. People have built up immunities to the various bugs that are resident in their climates--but people who move around a lot are vulnerable. Health statistics are showing that people who are transferred from one section of the country to another have higher rates of hospitalization. They aren't resistant to viruses and bacteria that the long-time residents are immune to."

"That could keep people from traveling much," Aravin murmured. He and his twin locked gazes, which Bree knew meant they were sharing thoughts. "How better to control the population than by making people afraid to travel, to move to another state or country? Keep them as stationery as possible. If they are easier to observe like lab rats, they are easier to control and breed or kill off."

"What about Rehdonna?" Bree said. "What if we transmit diseases to Rehdonna that nobody worries about here, but which our people aren't immune to? Remember how the Indian nations were decimated by smallpox-infected blankets handed out by the Indian agents? It's been done in dozens of countries through history, genocide to push aside a culture or race that is inconvenient for the people who want to take over."

"Quarantine." Wren glanced at Delyania and her mother-in-law nodded. "When people transfer from here to Rehdonna, they must go directly to a healer house to be scanned by the strongest healers for diseases, then quarantined to see if anything is incubating in them."

"It would be best if our healers and scientists are given samples of every Earth-native disease, so they know what to fight against," Delyania added.

"Jimmy had better hurry up and get his medical degree, hadn't he?" Khyber said brightly, a false smile on her face.

"How soon before the governments start demanding health checks at national borders, maybe at state borders?" Daniel said.

"We are already under siege," Aravin said, nodding slowly as he met his twin's eyes again. "We must live even more like unwelcome aliens, even as we dig in and make our fortress stronger."

"That's not enough," Wren said, shaking her head. "How can we stay healthy if the whole world is falling into disease and death around us?"

"That is the true way to live, my children," Delyania said, raising her voice. "First, we make sure our walls are strong, our food is pure, and our defenses are more than ready. Then we reach out to the people around us and help them to be strong. It is our duty to D'hune, and it is common sense."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"Girls," Dex Malone said, emphasized with a gusting sigh and a deep shrug. "What does he see in her?" 

He shifted his crouching stance in the tunnel-like doorway of the fort his father had helped him build in the backyard of their home. Like Bree and Aravin's home, the Malones' home backed up to the thick forest at the leading edge of the Silver Mountains park system. A huge tree had been uprooted in a tornado two years before and the massive hole made by the roots was the beginning of a fort of stones and logs and creeping vines Dex and his father added to every year. Just this moment, Dex and Johnny and Brock crouched in the shadows, watching Jimmy sit in the sunshine, explaining his new science book to Loryn. Annie and Celia played with their baby dolls on the porch of Dex's house, under the watchful eye of his mother, who was folding laundry in between working on her latest report for the INS. Federal agency work seemed to run in the Malone family. Dex planned on working for the FBI like his father, when he grew up. If he didn't become a quarterback for the NFL instead.

"She says she wants to be a doctor, too." Brock giggled when Dex shrugged again. "Shouldn't do that. Aunt Jori says it's a nasty word and we should be polite even when we don't know what it means."

"Yeah, well..." The older boy's mind scrambled for a response. "Make her promise to tell us what it is when we're grown up, okay?"

"You don't make Aunt Jori do anything," Johnny said, finally breaking out of his scowling silence.

Dex nodded. There was something about the woman who ran Old Solar's Shoppe. She told the greatest stories and let the children borrow all the books they wanted. She had real words and armor upstairs in a hidden room, and she let the children take turns riding her horses whenever they came to visit. Embry Solar was there all the time, and he taught the children to shoot with bows and arrows and how to ride bareback. But there was something a little frightening about both of them, no matter how nice they were. Like the agents who sometimes visited his father; always watching, a little too quiet. Like they were ready to jump through a window and vanish. Or drive a car into a burning building and jump out at the last minute, like the crazy policeman in the movie Dex had seen a few months ago. He liked them, but no, he didn't think anybody could make either Jori or Embry do anything.

"Are we going to just sit here all day and watch Jimmy read?" Brock said. "I want to go hunting."

"Yeah." Johnny got up from his knees and reached into the shadowed recesses of the fort. He brought out his tangle of ropes and bits of leather that was supposed to be a fool-proof rabbit snare. Dex had yet to see it work, though Johnny claimed he had used it plenty of times back home and even had a bedspread made of rabbit furs to prove it.

The boys trooped off into the shadowy depths of the forest, vanishing immediately down the sloped trail into the ravine that bordered that part of Lyndvale. They kept silent, as Jori had trained them when on the hunt. From the corners of his eyes, Dex caught glimpses of huge black shapes keeping pace with the three boys. He said nothing because he knew from old experience it was useless to do so. He could never turn his head fast enough to see clearly what moved with them, and Johnny always denied there was anything there. Someday, though, Dex promised himself he would see what those big black, silent, jewel-eyed animals really were.

Jimmy smiled slightly and let out a silent sigh as the three boys vanished into the woods. It was hard to concentrate on the new book his grandfather, Dr. Harland had given him yesterday while the three boys were watching him. He wanted them to invite him to come hunting, but he wanted to study. He had to do good--Grampa Doc had told him this was a textbook that college juniors sweated over. Jimmy wanted to prove he was just as smart as boys twenty years old. Aunt Khyber had even laughed when she saw the book and told him what a hard time she had with a much simpler textbook, fifteen years before. That astonished Jimmy, because he knew how smart Aunt Khyber was. She wrote books about everything.

Loryn was going to be just like her mother, he knew. She was smart. She liked puzzles and reading and investigating the library even more than she liked playing with dolls. Annie and Celia didn't tease her about it, though. Jimmy supposed he envied her for that. He wondered if she felt as wobbly between playing and studying as he did.

"Mitosis," Loryn said, reading the word upside down in his book. "More cell growth stuff?"

He started to nod, then checked himself and read the word, just to be sure.

"It's part of the--" Something hissed and popped behind him, coming from the house. Loryn let out a gasp, cutting him off.

Celia shrieked. The little wooden chairs she and Annie were sitting in clattered as they hit the cement of the patio. Jimmy turned, his lightning mind capturing the scene in a fraction of a second.

A man wearing a stocking over his face pushed Mrs. Malone's limp body off the steps leading up to the house. Two more men jumped down the steps, reaching out gloved hands for Celia and Annie.

"Run," he whispered, and yanked Loryn to her feet, pushing her toward the trees beyond Dex's fort. Then he ran to his sister and cousin.

Celia ducked and rolled and picked up her little chair to swing at the man who towered over her, just as the guard captain at their grandmother's house had taught all the children to do. Annie swung her baby doll by a two-fisted grip on its legs, smacking the man in his stomach and keeping his hands off her. For the moment.

"Daddy!" she shrieked, over and over.

"The kitty-dogs, Jimmy!" Celia cried. She emphasized her words with a swing that caught her pursuer against the hip.

Jimmy stumbled, only a few feet from the patio. The third man finished with Mrs. Malone and lunged at the boy, who nearly forgot to move.

The felin-ru. How could he call the felin-ru? They were always there, weren't they? For a moment he felt sick with the certainty that the guardian beasts only obeyed Johnny. Then he got angry.

Come! he roared in his mind and swung with both hands turned into fists, catching his assailant across the face. His fingers caught in the nylon mask, tearing it off the man's head. Jimmy flipped himself backwards, finishing the job by kicking the stunned man in the nose with his heels.

Celia tried the same move and nearly escaped, but her pursuer caught her by her knee and yanked her sideways. She kicked and screamed and scrabbled at the grass with both hands.

Black shapes appeared from thin air, leaping down from an incredible height. The man chasing Jimmy stayed frozen on his knees, one hand pressed to his bloody, broken nose, and stared as a sapphire-eyed felin-ru swiped once at him, ripping his throat out.

"Mama!" Jimmy bleated. He wanted to be sick. He stayed still, watching as a ruby-eyed felin-ru caught the man who held Celia upside down over his shoulder.

The man tried to swing the little girl around to use her as a shield. The felin-ru head-butted him, making the man fall backwards, the breath knocked from him. Jimmy heard the cracking of ribs, even from twenty feet away. A third felin-ru caught up to the man holding Annie with one arm around her waist and the other hand against her mouth. He had managed to get halfway up the stairs to the house before the beast leaped six feet straight up in the air and cut him off.

"Get them!" Johnny shouted, as he and Dex and Brock emerged from the trees.

More felin-ru appeared from the shadows and vanished again as they flew through the screened windows of the house. Shrieks came from inside; more people terrified by the sudden manifestation of the guardians of the Felin-ru clan.

"Jimmy? Celia?" Bree appeared in the middle of the lawn. Her knees buckled for a moment, then she opened her arms to all the children.

"Mommy!" Celia picked herself up from her tear-stained huddle in the grass and tottered to her mother.

"Aunt Bree, there's bad men inside the house!" Johnny shouted.

Glass shattered as a figure in jeans and gray sweatshirt and a nylon mask over his face leaped through the plate glass window in the family room. He rolled and came up running. A felin-ru leaped soundlessly after him. The man screamed silent terror and spun, the miniature sub-automatic in his hands spitting bullets.

"Down!" Bree commanded, putting all the authority of the alcaradan of the Taksearhe into her voice. The children flung themselves flat in the grass.

The shooter turned at the sound of her voice. Jimmy stared as a bullet raised a fine spray of blood from his mother's leg, the impact spinning her as more blood spun outward. She jerked several times as she plunged backwards into the heavy redwood patio furniture. She went down with a crash, the sound muffled under the shriek of the gunman as the felin-ru disemboweled him with one sweep of its claws.

Throbbing silence fell over the wide backyard. Jimmy crawled the half dozen yards to his mother's side. He couldn't seem to breathe.

"Go." Johnny's voice cracked with cold. He held out his hands to the felin-ru, who gathered around him to touch him with their muzzles before vanishing into the sunshine and leafy shadows.

Voices rose in shouts and cries out on the street, what sounded like miles away. Jimmy took hold of his mother's hand. Celia joined him a moment later, before he could do more than find Bree's pulse.

"Mommy?" she whimpered.

"Aunt Bree?" Annie joined her. Both girls gulped and scrubbed tears from their faces. They looked to Jimmy--waiting for him to tell them what to do, he realized.

"Mama?" Jimmy touched Bree's face. "Mama, what do I do?"

Blood trickled down her forehead. She breathed, but it had a funny, shallow, rapid sound. Jimmy knew he should know what to do, but he couldn't seem to push past the angry thudding inside his head.

"Aunt Bree?" Johnny joined them, with Dex and Brock in tow. The voices outside the front of the house sounded stronger, louder, closer.

Old security drills clicked into place in Jimmy's mind.

"We have to keep it secret," he said, his voice breaking. "We have to call our Dads and get them here fast to hide things. They have to tell us what to do."

"I don't know the number," Johnny said. His voice cracked, like it had been doing the last two weeks. For the first time, Jimmy didn't want to tease him to fight down his own surge of jealousy. "I don't even know where they are at the university."

"I do. Celia, stay with Mama." He pushed himself to his feet, his knees shaking so hard he thought his legs would fold with every step. "Everybody stay out here."

"I'll tell those people to go away," his cousin said, and led the way into the house. Both boys paused, and Johnny looked too white when they passed Mrs. Malone's limp form at the base of the steps. Her eyes were open and her face was a funny bluish white. "I'll bring back the felin-ru if they won't go away," the older boy growled as he led the way, stomping, up the steps.

Inside the house, the blueprints Mr. Malone had been studying were scattered all over the kitchen. There was no sign of Dex's father. Jimmy swallowed hard and looked up at Johnny. His cousin looked at him at the same moment, his eyes wide, as both boys realized what that absence had to mean.

The phone rang. Jimmy jumped backwards, reaching out one hand for his cousin. Johnny steadied him and gave him a lopsided grin. He nodded toward the phone as it rang a second time.

"I'll go look," he said.

Jimmy nodded. He had never really been jealous that Johnny was the assumed heir to their fathers, but for the first time he was glad of it. The phone rang a third time before he could unlock his knees and cross the kitchen to the wall phone. He reached for it blindly, watching Johnny push aside the curtain Mrs. Malone always kept between the kitchen and family room to keep flies from getting into the rest of the house. She said the children were in and out so often, flies getting indoors were inevitable, but she didn't have to surrender that easily.

"Hello?" he said, almost in a whisper, before he quite had the mouthpiece to his face.

"Who is this?" a man demanded. Tension made his voice nearly unrecognizable. For a moment, Jimmy couldn't tell which brother spoke, then he detected the slight lack of the accent his father could never really erase.

"Uncle Daniel! You have to come quick. Bring Aunt Wren. He shot Mama. The felin-ru stopped them, but I think--I think Mrs. Malone is dead and Johnny is looking for Mr. Malone and the police are coming and--"

"It's okay, Jimmy. Uncle Keris just got here with a dozen Taksearhe and we're on our way," Daniel soothed. "Can you hold on a little longer?"

Jimmy nodded, then swallowed a sob when he realized how stupid that was. "Tell my Dad--"

"He knows. Hold on. Doc, can you--"

"Hi, Jimmy. It's Grandpa," Dr. Harland said, taking over the phone from Daniel.

"Grandpa, Mama's hurt and I have to help her!" He dropped the phone and dashed back out the kitchen door. He leaped down the steps, reaching out both hands and wishing he was a touch healer like his grandmother.

Bree was struggling to sit up when he reached her. Loryn knelt at her side, an arm around both Annie and Celia.

"Mama, Uncle Keris is bringing people. I talked to Uncle Daniel and--" Jimmy flinched as a vibration traveled down his spine, like a chill that burned. He turned in time to see nearly two dozen people appear in the backyard.

"Dad!" Johnny appeared in the doorway, beckoning. "There's four men in the house and they killed Mr. Malone, but the felin-ru got them and there's a police car just pulling up in the driveway."

"D'hune help us," Daniel muttered as he broke away from the Taksearhe who had transported him from the meeting at Lyndvale University, to Rehdonna, and then back to the Malones' house. He nodded to Jimmy and squeezed the boy's shoulder as he hurried past him.

Then Wren and Aravin were hurrying to Bree's side. Khyber and Jarod scooped up Annie and Brock and hurried them away from the patio with a very quiet Loryn in tow. Uncle Keris picked up Celia, who kicked and wriggled a little, then went limp and burst into tears again.

"Mama?" Jimmy said. He could hardly breathe, let alone speak.

"She's going to be all right, Jo'am," Aravin said in Rehdonnayan. That frightened the boy a little; his father was always very careful to speak English when he wasn't in their homeworld. Aravin managed a grim smile as he gathered his son close for a brief hug. "You did well. Dex needs you right now." He turned his son to see the other boy sitting quietly, ignored and pale, holding his mother's hand.

Jimmy didn't want to go near the dead woman. He wanted to stay and help his Aunt Wren heal his mother. Then he looked at his father, who still watched him.

"Always consider how the other person feels," his father would tell him, when Jimmy brought him problems with friends and bullies at school and among the other noble children he met when they visited Rehdonna.

Jimmy knew just how he would feel if Bree had died and everybody ignored him. He walked slowly over to Dex and knelt next to the boy and waited for his friend to notice him.

"She's not asleep, is she?" Dex whispered. He turned to look at Jimmy, who shook his head. "Dad always warned me it's dangerous doing what they do, and sometimes it's dangerous for me, but they can't quit because it's important for them to help people. Mom says if you aren't willing to die for something you believe in, why do you believe it?" He tried to smile, but his face crumpled into tears. "What did they kill her for?" he wheezed, fighting sobs that shook his whole body.

"I don't know. My Dad will find out." Jimmy took hold of Dex's hand and stood. He didn't care what it looked like, two boys holding hands. He tugged and Dex stood up without fighting him at all. "We need to get out of the way so the adults can fix things. Let's hunt for rabbits, okay?"

Dex nodded and let Jimmy lead him to his fort, and to the path beyond it into the ravine. He didn't look back until they stopped to pick up the snares Johnny had dropped in their headlong dash to get back to the house. He turned his head away quickly, his face suddenly so white it glowed in the shadows of the trees.

Neither boy spoke. Jimmy looked back over his shoulder every few steps, straining for one last look at his father. He couldn't see his mother, hidden by the bushes and the overturned patio furniture. As long as he could see his father kneeling there, Jimmy believed everything would be all right.

They walked slowly, cautiously, as if the fate of the world rested on the precision with which they put their sneakered feet down on the thin trail worn through the underbrush by animals and adventuresome boys. The sounds of birds chirping and the rustling of leaves in the breeze and the occasional rattle of falling stones and twigs, the chittering of a few arguing squirrels sounded wrong, unnaturally loud, an intrusion. Jimmy listened for voices, waiting for his father to call him to come back.

Was it wrong to take Dex away? he wondered. Shouldn't the boy stay there to talk to the police? There were probably lots of police by now. Maybe FBI agents--Mr. Malone was an agent. They'd want to secure the area and find out who killed one of their own, wouldn't they?

Mr. Malone was dead. Jimmy stumbled as that thought hit him. Did Dex know? It was bad enough he had seen his mother's blue, staring face, and the way she lay like a piece of crumpled paper where the attacker had thrown her, with her petunias and marigolds crushed underneath her. She had lost one of her sandals in the scuffle with the intruder, Jimmy realized. He was suddenly glad she had been wearing shorts. He knew how hurt he would have been if someone had seen his mother's dead body with her skirts falling up to her waist.

Running feet crashed through the underbrush. Jimmy grabbed Dex and shoved him into the cover of bushes and a fallen tree trunk to the left of the trail. The other boy didn't make a sound as he went down. Jimmy leaped over the trunk and knelt there in the damp soil and fallen leaves, holding his hand over his mouth to keep his gasping breaths from being heard.

"Hey, where are you guys?" Johnny demanded in a stage whisper.

Jimmy slowly stood and waved a hand to get his cousin's attention. He fully expected teasing, but Johnny nodded to him--the way their fathers nodded in acknowledgement of something the other one had said or done that was wise or perfectly timed. Jimmy felt a flush of pleasure push away some of the cold and numbness inside.

Brock and Loryn, Annie and Celia stumbled down the trail after Johnny. The other four held hands, wide-eyed and rumpled. His sister and Annie still had tears in their eyes. Brock had that red-eyed look that meant he wanted to cry but didn't dare.

Suddenly, Jimmy realized just how stupid it was. He had seen his father cry, when he got news of friends killed by the Tobrizz. Or when Aravin took Jimmy to study a piece of land that had been taken back from the Tobrizz during the slow war, and they looked at a deliberately blighted landscape. His mother never made fun of his father for crying. How could it be wrong for a man to cry, when his father just seemed stronger for it?

"My Dad says we have to say we were all down here in the woods when the men attacked," Johnny said. "Aunt Bree came to check on us and surprised the men when they were trying to search the house, and that's when she got shot. He says we have to pretend we're just scared kids if the police try to ask us anything."

"What about the FBI?" Jimmy asked. "Mr. Malone's an agent. They'll ask questions, no matter who..." He swallowed hard, refusing to say the words 'killed Dex's parents'.

"Is my Dad dead?" Dex asked, his voice so calm it sounded dead. He clenched his fists and tilted his head back a little, bracing for the answer. His dark mop of curls fell into his chocolate brown eyes and he didn't even blink.

"Yeah." Johnny looked into the other boy's face a long moment. "He hurt them really bad before they killed him. I bet he was protecting all of us."

Dex nodded, taking the comfort offered. He swallowed hard, whether holding back words or tears, Jimmy couldn't tell from watching.

"They were the Future of Man, I bet," Brock burst out. "Daddy won't tell us, but he'll tell you, Johnny."

"Doesn't matter," Johnny said with a savage shake of his head. "We're all in this together, right?" He looked around at the younger children. Brock nodded immediately. The three girls waited a few seconds, visibly thinking through the proposal. "No matter what happens, we're all family from now on. Right? Payon'das."

"Payon'das," Jimmy said, nodding. He dug into his pocket and pulled out the tiny kit Dr. Harland had given him yesterday, along with the microscope and tall stack of college-level textbooks. The little black leather case was small enough to fit into his pocket and was worn gray in spots from long years of use. It held tweezers and glassine bags for samples, several glass tubes with twist tops and sticky labels and a tiny pen. Most important, it had three knives with blades for different kinds of cutting jobs.

Payon'das was the ceremony of blood oath, more binding than any contract, only slightly less serious than the bond of filar. Legends in Rehdonna told of payon'das oath-bound who had risked all for each other, even facing death. Sometimes the partners in the oath grew so close in mind and effort that they developed a filar bond. The bond was not entered into lightly. Dex probably had no idea what the ceremony signified, but Jimmy knew his cousins and sister understood perfectly. For Johnny to suggest it at all made him push aside his ghostly resentment for the older boy in the wake of a great respect.

The seven children sat down in a circle in the shelter of the fallen tree trunk. Brock and Annie found some wide rhubarb leaves and formed them into cups, and scurried down to the stream trickling through the bottom of the ravine for water. They managed to bring back enough for everyone to wash their hands and put a few drops on their tongues. Johnny explained the seriousness of the ceremony and the meaning of the steps.

Washing their hands, to cleanse them of any false actions and intentions. The water on their tongues, to promise they would speak truly when they made their oath. The tiny pinprick in the tips of both ring fingers, because the vein in the ring finger led directly to the heart and the oath touched their hearts as well as their minds. Jimmy opened the largest of his little plastic sample bags and held it under everyone else's pricked fingers, taking exactly three drops of blood from each finger. He had never heard of a ceremony with seven participants; usually the payon'das ceremony was for two. He silently vowed he would fight anyone who told them their ceremony and oath was not valid.

Then, when everyone had contributed their drops to the makeshift bowl, Johnny dipped his finger in the red puddle and made a dot on the forehead of each of them. He spoke the words of the ancient prayer in Rehdonnayan, softly, yet his voice somehow echoed through the entire forest.

"D'hune, keeper and maker of our souls, witness that we bind ourselves closer than blood kin, closer than clan bond. For all time we pledge faith and trust and honor, putting the good of the other above our own. We are family, of the same blood. We are one. We serve you, D'hune, keeper and maker of our souls."

Silence throbbed through the clearing as Johnny smeared a dot on Jimmy's forehead, then himself. He breathed heavily, as if the words had drained him. In the shadows, it was hard to tell, but Jimmy thought his cousin looked pale.

After a moment, Johnny walked around the circle again, holding out the drying blood, and they each dipped their pierced fingertips into it, mingling their blood once again.

His mother would call it a very foolish risk, Jimmy realized. With so many diseases being transmitted by simply breathing on someone, how much more could be transmitted through the blood?

OEBPS/images/wildvine-flourish-300.png





OEBPS/images/wee-words-horizontal.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
MIEHELLE LEVIGNE





