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Set in a future where human values are more
important than technology, Hybrids weaves a science-fiction world
with a story of love, friendship and tolerance.

Hybrids is published in four volumes,
which cannot be read separately or in a different order:
Trouble, Vengeance, Fear and Hope.

SUMMARY OF PART 3: FEAR

In Gambling Nova, the federal planet-prison,
Theo makes her peace with her father and discovers the importance
of the orgacomps’ legacy, while an increasingly sick Jack is
reunited with his beloved Farren.

Compromised, Donatella has fled to Eridan to
obtain the promised light for herself and the Families, but Keith
is not as easy to manipulate as her friend Mogud. In Eridan, Terri
organizes the people’s resistance against Keith.

When Nand, the Face Changers and Farren are
rescued by Theo, Jack, Smanul and Ashta, the mental battle that
takes place in Pit 3, inside the Dome, generates a destructive wave
in Eridan.

While the Eridanis, Farren and Jack escape
the Dome through a paradox door into the desert, Theo confronts
Mogud before fleeing with her mother.
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Is there any hope for Eridan’s living ocean
to be saved and for the special link between Eridanis and their
ocean to be restored?

After the Guild’s ship crashes in Redland’s
desert, Theo faces her hardest trial, while Jack fights the poison
burning through his veins.

In Eridan, Mocean is freezing – a consequence
of the mental battle in Gambling Nova’s Pit 3 and Keith’s decision
to launch Mindrule.

But when Nand, Ashta and the Face Changers
reach their home planet after leaving Gambling Nova, they are
forbidden to land: Eridan has been put in quarantine.

Powerless, unable to reach Kaipekak, Nand
watches her beloved ocean slowly choking as ice covers its
surface.

Never one to give up, Ashta calls Farren to
the rescue …

Set in Redland’s deserts and Eridan’s
icefields, entwining the creation myths of both planets, the final
volume of Hybrids concludes Theo’s search for belonging.

The glossary and list of characters are
available at the end of the book.

Keep in touch and join the Distinguished
Readers’ Club to learn more about the worlds of Hybrids and
to receive the latest updates about my books.

For information, visit my website:

www.jenniedorny.com
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CHAPTER 184

Crash

1 May 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Redland—Esk Strath

Farren straightened
in his chair as he snapped out of his sleep, full of a nameless,
stark terror. His heart pounded in his ears. He glanced at Jack.
His brawan lay in his bed, twitching and tossing in his sleep:
alive, delirious.

The drapes surrounding Jack’s bed fluttered
and Cowan slipped inside.

“Theo and her mother made it out of the Dome
safely. Theo is in the Guild ship, and Fern in Kirby’s. Lonetom is
in touch with Clobb. Everybody’s safe,” he said.

“No!” Farren stood up as he remembered. “The
Guild ship crashed in the desert!”

“How do you know?”

He ruffled his hair. “I’ve no idea! But it
happened.” He frowned at the man whose cheery voice had pulled him
from despair when he was under the Dome. “I wasn’t dreaming. I was
awake in my sleep. Conscious. Connected to Theo.”

“And you … felt the ship crash?” Cowan leaned
against the wall.

Farren couldn’t blame his friend’s
skepticism. “No. She blanked out. I experienced her fear.”

“Could it be a projection? Your concern for
her turned into a nightmare?”

“Yeah … Still … Lots of strange things
happened in Pit 3 …” In the Dome’s depths, his intimacy had
fissured when he battled Xë.

“What are you talking about?”

He rubbed his eyes and searched for words to
skirt around what he didn’t want to reveal. “Xë, Mogud’s
second-in-command, was felled by the force of the Eridanis’ minds.
I was part of it. So was Theo.”

“Really?”

“She lived in Eridan for nearly a year. She
obviously learned a thing or two over there.”

Cowan nodded. “Well, whether this happened or
not, Malcolm should be informed. Let’s go to headquarters.”

Farren found Alk, at a desk near the ward
entrance, busy writing.

“I must talk to Malcolm,” he said. “Can you
stay with Jack?”

“Of course.” She smiled up at him. “I’ll sit
by his side. If anything changes, I’ll send someone to warn
you.”
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Tension fizzed inside headquarters. Its
wide, rectangular opening embraced the embedded valley’s clouded
outskirts.

Erlend stood confidently in the middle of the
room. Malcolm and Lonetom watched him. Several Redlanders Farren
had never met stepped aside when they entered.

“Erlend, what are you doing here? I thought
you were with the Eridanis,” Cowan asked.

“He was, for all the good it did him. We now
have the proof that your brother can’t be trusted.” Livia directed
her anger at Cowan and scowled at Farren. She addressed herself to
the young man who bore an uncanny resemblance to his older brother.
“Didn’t you get what I told you the other day? Druskas aren’t
welcome here.”

“Livia!” Farren exclaimed, shocked to hear
his sister hurl the ugly insult.

“Your cousin is aboard that ship,” Erlend
told Malcolm. “Don’t you think it’s crucial to check if it happened
or not?”

Cowan and Farren exchanged glances.

“Check what?” Cowan asked.

“The Eridani woman had a vision. She claims
that the Guild ship was shot down by Mogud’s fleet,” Malcolm
explained.

“It’s true.” Farren realized with a pang that
not only Theo but also Rory was in danger. “Theo is in an emergency
capsule that got ejected on impact. She lost consciousness.”

“How would you know?” Livia’s scorn scarred
her voice. “You talked to your warrior friend?”

“Ashta? No. I was with Jack.” He hesitated.
“I was asleep, but I perceived Theo’s fear.”

“How could you?” His sister considered him
from head to foot, a smirk on her face.

“It’s hard to believe, I grant you that. I
can’t explain it rationally,” he said. “It’s the first time
something like this has ever happened to me. I experienced Theo’s
fear as if I were with her, in her mind.”

Lonetom stepped closer. “What about
Rory?”

He shook his head. “Nothing.” He eyed the
Redlander chiefs. “Listen, I know this is mind-boggling, but it
wasn’t a dream. And if Ashta, an Eridani who’s used to mental
contacts, experienced the same, there must be some basis of truth.
Something happened to the Guild ship.” He glanced at Lonetom. “What
does Clobb say?”

His friend pulled a face. “I lost contact
with him shortly before the two ships left the Dome. And Captain
Kirby isn’t answering either. I’ll take my Xen4 and see for
myself.”

“The hell you will!” Malcolm snapped.
“Mogud’s fleet is in the sky!”

“I’ll run the risk,” Lonetom said curtly. “I
don’t take my orders from you.”

“Malcolm’s right.” Farren walked to the
opening and took a pair of binoculars. “Mogud’s showing off.” He
glanced back at his friend. “If you go now, your ship will be shot
down. Anyway, where would you go? Do you know the direction Rory
took?”

“Both ships flew towards Sky Cradle,” Little
Whale, one of the watchers, said. “The Purple Thistle
swerved and went into orbit to shake away its pursuers. The Guild
ship used lots of engine power to force its way out of the Dome. It
was flying closer to the ground and went straight into the storm to
escape Mogud’s Fudrons. We lost it on the monitors as soon as it
entered the zone.” The woman frowned. “This is a habook, a massive
sandstorm, and it’s moving fast.”

“If Theo’s in an emergency capsule, she’ll be
safe,” Lonetom said. “It’s Rory I’m worried about. He flew that
ship. He could be seriously injured.”

Malcom stepped forward. “Lonetom, I prefer
that you receive confirmation from the Guild that you’re authorized
to fly. We don’t want Mogud’s Fudrons creating havoc in the valley.
Livia, can you check that everything is in order? Dag, a word.”

Farren joined his brother-in-law in a
recess.

“How’s Jack?”

Malcolm’s grumpy solicitude went straight to
Farren’s heart.

“He’s unconscious. But in good hands
now.”

According to Smanul, Jack had survived on
Fern’s mhuol tablets. Despite its potential danger and Jack’s
possible allergy, the Suni Sisters intended to treat him with the
Reddish plant.

“Did you feel … pain when you were … in
communion with Althea?”

“Dread, mostly.”

“Let’s decide that she’s alive and unhurt.
We’ll get to her as soon as we can. And the pilot too. But the
Guild’s interference in our business …” He scowled. “Not good.
Livia’s right. If Redlanders are traveling, losses could be huge if
Mogud retaliates.”

“Casualties would be higher if you had
attacked the Dome.”

“We’ll never know … I hate to be hostage of a
situation I can’t control.”

“If it were possible, the Guild would’ve done
things differently. Thank you for this morning. Without you …”

Malcolm patted Farren’s shoulder. “Your
friend Lonetom won’t talk. What can you tell me about the
stakes?”

“It’s the story of three ambitious and
powerful leaders who have created an alliance to overthrow the
federal government in Nuong. The brain behind all this is Donatella
Simpson, the SpaceSS leader.”

“Your boss?”

“Yes. When she found out Jack and I had
discovered her plans, she sent me here for a so-called undercover
mission and got rid of Jack by condemning him for my murder.”

“Bitch.”

“Yeah. Simpson and Mogud have known each
other for years. Jack found out they both participated in the
Neriyyayana battle. Mogud served under Simpson. He saved her life.
That creates bonds. Mogud became Gambling Nova’s governor thanks to
her.”

“Who’s the third guy?”

“He’s the youngest. His name is Keith of Rain
Forest. He’s an Eridani. Yep …” He nodded. “Like Ashta and the
others. A man of power—ambitious. A recent leader. I don’t know how
he can be stopped.”

“What do you mean?”

“His ambition is to enslave entire
populations with mind power.”

“Can he?”

“Maybe. He’s the one who frightens me the
most.”

“Farren? Malcolm? We need to talk.” Lonetom
joined them, Cowan in tow.

“Something new?”

“I talked to Clobb. The Guild ship was indeed
shot down by Mogud’s fleet. All communication with Rory stopped
before the ship crashed. I know you’re against it, but I’m taking
the Xen4 out now.”

“No!” Malcolm exclaimed.

“Does Clobb realize what the situation is
down here?” Farren asked. “Can’t he send one of his own ships for
reconnaissance?”

“They can’t show themselves before the
spaceport explodes.”

“He’s the one who ordered you to fly
here?”

“I did it for Jack. Rory has worked for Clobb
since he left SpaceSS.”

“That’s not what I’m asking,” Farren
said.

“Rory’s my friend too,” Lonetom said. “Is
this what you want to hear? If I was sent here it was precisely so
I could intervene when the Guild couldn’t.”

“It’s a bad idea,” Farren said. “You’ll be
intercepted, and then what?”

“The Xen4 is easy to fly, and fast.”

“But you haven’t flown in a long time.”

“I never stopped simulations.”

Farren glanced at Malcolm. “Do you own
long-range weapons?”

“If your friend takes his ship out, it’s at
his own risk. I refuse to put our people’s lives in danger.”

“I have everything I need on board,” Lonetom
said.

“Perfect. Then let’s do it.” Farren headed
for the door.

Malcolm stopped him. “Where are you
going?”

“With Lonetom.”

“Don’t!” Lonetom said. “I can handle this on
my own.”

“You can’t fly the ship and shoot.”

“Dag.” Malcolm held him back. “Don’t go!”

“I must. I can’t let Lonetom go alone. And
the pilot is a very good friend. If he’s in danger and I haven’t
helped him … I … and there’s Theo.”

“I know.” Malcolm sighed. “You’re right. Go.
But, by the Winds, be careful! And fly faster than the storm. It
can be as deadly as a Fudron.”


 



CHAPTER 185

Apologies

1 May 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Redland—Esk Strath

“Stay here,” Lonetom
said as they strode through the wind-filled valley to where the
Xen4 was parked. “Jack needs you.”

“I can’t let you go alone.”

“Have you looked at yourself?”

Farren shrugged. “I’m fine. I slept.”

They walked in silence through the empty
grounds where goats grazed. From time to time one of them raised
its head, ears pricked.

A Fudron left its squadron high above Esk
Strath and dove towards the valley center.

“Careful!” Lonetom shouted.

Noiselessly the aircraft hedge-hopped as
shots rattled through Esk Strath. Greenhouses shattered one after
the other. The goats scrambled away, bleating.

“Bastards!” Farren straightened and craned
his neck. “Mogud won’t get away with this.”

“I disagree with your brother-in-law on many
things, but as far as Esk Strath’s security goes, he’s good.”

“Strategy and architecture. That’s what the
MacDougals are good at.” He stared down, as his vision, weakened by
weeks in the prison cell’s obscurity, blurred easily.

He stumbled, and Lonetom held him up.

“Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Positive.”

“Is your body as much of a mess as your
face?”

“I’m fine.”

“Tell it to the others …”

Farren stopped. “What do you want me to say?
The Dome is a prison. I was an inmate like everybody else.”

“I thought Jack murdered you.”

“It was a set-up.”

He marched on. Lonetom followed him.

“But I believed it. I was convinced he was
guilty. I helped Simpson arrest him.”

“Jack told me you cleared things up.”

“I want to talk to you too. You must wonder
why I thought Jack could harm you.”

Farren faced his friend. “I don’t want to
discuss this. You’re right, I’m exhausted. I have a killer
headache. I hurt everywhere. I made a bad decision last night, and
now Theo could be dead. And Rory too. As for Jack, his chances of
survival are frightfully small. The mhuol-based treatment might
finish him off. So, what happened in E-Met months ago, what you
did, what you didn’t do, your remorse …” He shook his head and met
Lonetom’s troubled eyes squarely. “I don’t give a damn.”

Lonetom nodded and stalked towards the Xen4,
whose wings sparkled under the suns.

“Dag!”

Farren whirled, shading his eyes with his
hand. Smanul jogged towards him.

“Let me go in your stead!”

“I can’t …”

He waited for his friend to join him.

Smanul raised his fist. “Do I need to do the
same thing you did to me in the Gold Mines?”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me. You’ve done enough for today, and
for the rest of the week. Go back to Jack. He needs you.”

“But—”

“I know nothing about flying, but fighting,
that’s my area.” Smanul’s fist still loomed menacingly. “So, do I
need to knock you down or will you be reasonable?”

Farren stepped backwards. “I’ve taken enough
blows for now.”

Smanul lowered his arm. “Good move.” He
chuckled. “Your friend must wonder what we’re up to. I’ll go with
him.”

Lonetom waited at the foot of the Xen4. He
retrieved two helmets from a large bag.

“Hi.” Smanul held out his hand to Lonetom.
“Smanul. I’m a friend of Dag’s, and I’ll replace him.”

“Fine. Clobb says that the Styx5 and Fudrons
are back inside the spaceport. We have a free range.”

“It’s a ruse,” Farren said. “He knows we want
to get to the Guild ship.”

“We still need to get out now.”

“At what time will the Dome blow up?”

“14:00. Shortly.” Lonetom handed a helmet to
Smanul and pushed the bag towards Farren. “Your brother-in-law will
have a fit when he finds out what’s inside.” His curt laughter
matched his grim features. “The day after I landed, he explored the
Xen4 and confiscated some weapons. Yet Guild ships contain multiple
stashes.”

Farren unzipped the bag and whistled his
appreciation as he took out the heavy weapon.

“A portable R-Laun, version 8.3. Charged.
With ammunition.” He weighed it and put the R-Laun in shooting
position, his eye in the lunette. “Being on the Guild payroll has
its perks.”

“I’ll feel better if you cover us,” Lonetom
said. “The Xen4 flies well but is slow to lift from the ground. Do
you see that opening?” He pointed towards a bunch of dried-up mhuol
husks. “There’s a path behind that stack. It gets you to the
summit. There are at least a hundred steps. In the hideout, you can
access the spurs outside as well as inside the valley. It’s the
watchers’ spot. You won’t be alone.”

“Give me a fifteen-minute head start. Good
luck to both of you.”


 



CHAPTER 186

Meeting Erlend

1 May 3077, 17:00 Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Redland—Esk Strath

Nand woke up. Dim
light; fresh air. She lay on a bed in a large empty room. Her
memories stopped at a galloping horse’s pointed chestnut ears, the
stringy mane she clutched, a yelling rider.

She sat up, her eyes watering at her
stiffness. Checkered green-and-straw-colored hangings covered the
walls. On a stool beside the bed she found a pitcher, a glass and a
plate filled with pastries. She slowly drank two whole glasses,
savoring each sip. She nibbled at the round, pink cake and the
sticky pyramid covered with pepper-tasting seeds, and ate two small
tarts—a lemony one and another with a crackling nutty spread. She
finished with a square filled with a red crispy paste.

She examined the room. She stroked the tufted
hangings, pressed her fingers on the cool, uneven stone walls, and
peeked inside a wardrobe at stacks of neatly folded blue and black
clothes. She opened a red door by the wardrobe. A sail-flapping
noise erupted. She went up an abrupt flight of stairs. The higher
she climbed, the louder the rumble.

At the top, she stepped onto a narrow terrace
nestled against the mountain and surrounded by three thick rails.
The sky and wind-swept air were colored orange.

Coughing, she leaned over the rail to her
right: the ground, far below, proved strangely seductive. Too
seductive. Heart beating, she pressed her back against the
mountainside, and gripped the door frame that led back to the
stairs and safety.

Uneven red and clotted-cream stripes with
black veins scarred the mountain walls. An aircraft had crashed not
far away, one wing pointing upwards, the other stuck in the ground.
The remains of three helicopters smoldered. In the distance, the
Dome disappeared behind a thick cloud of gray smoke. And in front
of her, around, everywhere, the vermilion immensity shuddered at
intervals, producing puffs of dust, its undulating movement
reminding her of ochre waves.

Rubbing her bare arms to warm up, she savored
this moment of aloneness. Her forced lack of privacy with the Face
Changers and Xë in Pit 3 had been unbearable. As well as the lies.
The violence of pretending to be someone else.

A wind gust slapped sand in her face and she
sneezed.

“So, you found my terrace!”

One of the riders who had come to her rescue,
the younger one, smiled as he emerged from the staircase. He
unfolded two deck chairs. She sat near the wall.

“I thought you’d sleep longer.” He settled
into the other deck chair and raised his hand. “I’m Erlend MacRae,
and you are …?”

He had a direct look, a lean face she
instantly liked. It irked her to build this new relationship on a
lie. Yet how could she not follow the Master Face Changer’s
orders?

“Aslone. My name is Aslone.”

“Your friends are in the greenhouses where
there’s lots of humidity. They’re looking for you. Do you want me
to take you there?”

“I prefer staying here. Is that
possible?”

“The sandstorm is gathering strength, and the
wind will soon blow hard. But we can stay on the terrace a little
longer.”

“How long will it last?”

He shrugged. “It depends. With a big one like
this, three or four days. Maybe more. Summer storms are
unpredictable.”

“So we can’t go out?”

“No. We avoid being outside when the swazzi
turn into a habook. That’s the name for this kind of thick dust
storm.”

“How often do they happen?”

“The swazzi blow every night. Sandstorms are
much more impressive. They blow night and day, and cover us with
sand.”

“So you never see stars.”

“Early morning, sometimes. When I was a kid,
I tried hard to catch sight of more than the three morning stars,
but it never happened.” A long gust of wind twirled around them,
dusting their faces. She coughed. He folded his deck chair. “We’d
better go back inside.”

“Too bad.” She got up and nearly lost her
balance, surprised by the strength of the wind. “I miss stars, and
night. What happened down there?” She folded her own seat with his
help.

“You didn’t hear anything?”

She shook her head.

“It was some battle.” His eyes twinkled. “I
saw everything from headquarters, underneath the terrace, over
there to the right. The small aircraft belongs to the Guild
Observer. He tried to leave the valley. The biggest chopper, down
there, attacked it. It crashed. Then Dag, who stood on the platform
up there”—he pointed towards the top of the mountain—“shot the
choppers down one after the other with an R-Laun. It was amazing.
He’s such a good shot …”

“Dag?”

“Farren Megan? Dag’s his Redlander nickname.
Follow me. Be careful; it’s steep. He was with you under the Dome.”
Erlend walked down the steps. “He’s Jack’s brawan. Cowan—my
brother—and he are good friends.” Inside the bedroom, he locked the
door and turned on a big egg-shaped lamp in a corner. “I was with
Malcolm and Livia when Farren shot down the choppers. I didn’t want
to miss her reaction … She’s so prejudiced against people like her
brother and me.”

“Prejudiced about what?”

“You know, druskas. Are you thirsty?”

She nodded.

“Water, whiskey, spacebooze. Or limilli? It’s
a spicy non-alcoholic drink.”

“Water is fine.” She sat in the armchair near
the window. Outside, it was already dark. “What are druskas?”

“It’s an insult for two men or two women who
love each other.”

“It’s forbidden here?”

Erlend cracked up. His laughter reflected a
surprise as big as her own. He handed her a glass brimming with
water.

“Let’s say it isn’t accepted. Those of us who
reveal our preferences or who are in love live hidden or find
refuge within certain clans, like my brother’s.”

He sat in an armchair opposite hers, holding
a flute glass filled with a yellow liquid.

“So, you prefer men?” she asked.

He gazed at her. A mixture of excitement and
circumspection. Erlend was both open and on his guard.

“What about you? Whom do you prefer?” he
asked.

When she negotiated Ashta’s defection aboard
the prison ship, Nand’s first sexual experience was as a man with
one of the female guards. She hadn’t enjoyed herself. Probably
because she wasn’t attracted to women, and despite her appearance,
she remained a woman with a woman’s desires. She needed a man’s
body to satisfy her.

“This is complicated.” She gripped the
chair’s arms.

“Are you so sure?”

“Yes.” But the more she looked at him, the
more his beautiful eyes and his athletic body stirred her longing.
She pointed to her glass. “Is this water or alcohol?”

“Water.”

“It’s making me light-headed.”

“Good.” He smiled. “You need it.” He stood
up, unbuttoned his shirt and peeled it off. “Are you coming?”

Fascinated, she watched him. He offered his
smooth golden body to her. Her head emptied: she forgot what was
permitted and what wasn’t. Her appearance, Aslone’s body, had
become hers by the force of destiny and now aroused this stranger’s
excitement. This handsome Redlander whom she, Nand, the young woman
of another time, another place, could become—would certainly
become; already was—in love with.

“It’s complicated,” she repeated, standing
up. “I’m not …”

A truth impossible to reveal. The Master Face
Changer ordered her to stay as Aslone. But what about the need to
love and to be loved?

“You’re hot.”

Heat invaded her cheeks. She tried again,
showing her body.

“It’s not me …”

Erlend didn’t hear her; maybe she had only
whispered it. His tanned fingers freed the buttons of the simple
shirt she wore. They undressed her. Warmth spread inside of her. He
took his time removing his clothes. She caught his face, brought it
to hers and kissed his mouth, aroused by his soft hands on her
skin. She touched him. His smooth skin. Hers belonged to another, a
man. A man whom another man found attractive. Erlend, whom she
liked; she, the woman dispossessed of her own body.

“Erlend,” she cried to forget she was a mere
shadow, a memory, a being poised between immateriality and reality.
“Erlend …”

Madness.

Love at first sight.


 



CHAPTER 187

Quiet Day

1 May 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Redland—Esk Strath

Nand slowly pulled
herself from her dream-deprived sleep.

Sitting at a table, bare-chested, Erlend was
drawing.

“Are you the one who did the paintings on the
wall?” she asked, her bent arm holding her head up.

“Aslone!” He put down his piece of charcoal
and perched on the edge of the bed. “You’re finally awake.” He
kissed her. “I thought you’d never wake up.”

“Did I sleep long? What time is it? Is the
storm over?”

“You slept a little less than twenty-four
hours. The wind blew all day long, and the sandstorm has spread
over a huge area. Mogud is under arrest. And everybody is getting
more and more worried about Theo and the Guild pilot.”

“Why? What happened?” She sat up and pulled
on a shirt.

“After we rescued you, Ashta and Farren both
had a vision of the Guild ship that Theo boarded to leave the Dome.
It crashed somewhere.”

“Farren had a vision?”

He handed her a glass of water. “He said he
felt what she felt, particularly her terror, until she lost
consciousness.”

“It’s not a vision, then.” She sipped the
cold water. “He must have an empathic mind like Ashta. She feels
what others feel.”

“Not all of you are like this?”

Erlend stretched out on the bed beside her,
his hand resting on her lower back.

“No. It’s a rare gift. Do you know if Ashta
is in touch with Theo?”

“Not anymore, apparently. The Guild chief,
someone called Clobb, is unable to reach the pilot. And because of
the sandstorm, all ships are grounded. Even those in orbit can’t
see a thing. In some areas, the sandstorm is over two kilometers
high. Can you imagine that?”

“And Farren can’t reach her either?”

“No. Livia is furious. She’s so mean to him.
You wouldn’t think they are siblings.”

“They’re brother and sister?”

“Yes. And Malcolm MacDougal, her husband, is
also Theo’s cousin.”

“How’s Jack?”

Concern coated Erlend’s voice. “Not well. The
Suni Sisters—they are our doctors—stay with him all the time. He
hasn’t improved yet.”

She slipped out of bed and stood in front of
the window.

“You don’t want to know about your
friends?”

Swirls of dust blurred the view. She gazed
back at her lover lying on the sheets. She liked the way his white
hair haloed his head, the wrinkles that gave his gray eyes a
twinkle when he grinned, his skin’s perfect softness.

“Axonna is dying,” she said. “He contacts me
off and on. I should be near him because he has always supported
me, but …” she fisted her hands, “… watching him die is more than I
can take right now. For Declan, it’s different. He’s doing the same
thing I am. Closing his mind up so he can rest. Ashta’s only
concern is Theo. And the others aren’t friends. If something
happens to them, Declan will inform me.”

“Mentally?”

She nodded. “It’s our usual way of
communication.”

He sat on the bed, his arms around his
knees.

“You can read the minds of others?”

“It’s forbidden.”

“But can you do it?”

He watched her intently. She hesitated,
unsure what to divulge. She opted for the truth.

“If I wanted to, I could, but I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not interested.”

“Could you read my mind?”

“If necessary, probably,” she admitted.

“And you all possess this skill?”

“What skill?”

“To read other people’s minds!”

“Our talent is that we communicate mentally.
Instead of talking, we think messages. Reading another person’s
mind is against the law in Eridan.”

He joined her by the window.

“There have been rumors coming from the Dome
for years. Stories about a man who uses his mind to enslave others.
Who tortures them.”

“This man’s name was Beruk Xë. He was an
Eridani. He’s dead.”

“An Eridani like you?”

“Yes.”

“He tortured you?”

She closed her eyes as shudders shook
her.

Erlend embraced her. His warm hands stroked
her arms, her back. “You’re not taught to defend yourself?”

The terror she had endured at Xë’s mercy
still drilled into her mind.

“You’re the youngest. None of the others
could help you?”

She brushed his mouth with her fingertips.
“It’s complicated …”

“Did he hurt them, too?”

“His goal was to destroy Declan. I was a
decoy.”

“So nobody took your side.”

“There was no other choice. We had to beat
him at his own game to win.” She wet her dry lips. “And we
succeeded.”

“At your expense.”

She held him tight, marveling at how peaceful
his heartbeat sounded against her ear. “Declan has always supported
me. Without him, I wouldn’t be here talking to you.”

“Why were you sent to Gambling Nova? And
don’t tell me again that it’s complicated.”

She chuckled and stepped back. “Everything
about us is complicated.”

“Why?”

“Because the world we live in is complex and
because I’m not allowed to say anything about it.”

“Not even about yourself? Your family? Your
life?”

She pointed at the artworks on the wall.

“You painted these?”

“Yes. Several months ago, during a habook
that lasted a whole week.”

She crossed the room to examine them. Erlend
followed her.

“Your paintings display Eridan’s main
colors.” She smiled at him. “Blue, black and green. We have three
words to describe our ocean’s depths: clearwater at the surface,
where the colors of corals and fish are seen thanks to the sun.
Deeper, there’s bluewater, which is the middle territory. When you
swim there, you sometimes meet big mammals—we call them
kidadakh—and further down, there is coldnight. A dark, cold place.
My father’s family lives there. Almost all Abyss people sport white
hair like you. And light skin because we rarely see the sun. In my
family we have black hair.”

“Do you have siblings?”

“A younger brother. His name is Terri. And
there’s my cousin Davin. He’s a gardener.”

“What do they look like, the kidadakh?”

She sat at the table. “May I?” She took a
pencil. He pushed a sheet of paper in front of her.

Drawing Kaipekak opened a memory dam: it
somewhat restored their bond. “There, and here’s my size beside
it.”

Erlend whistled his appreciation. “It’s
huge.”

She drew fiskiorps jumping out of the water,
ippinis sunning themselves on a shore, and a garden-island.

“We have the ocean, and some islands.
Eridooneen, our capital, is in Kerven, the main archipelago. Declan
lives there. He heads the university.”

“Do you study there?”

She shook her head. “I travel …”

A loud bell disrupted the silence.

“What’s that noise?”

“It’s the dinner bell for the people who
don’t own personal lodgings in Esk Strath. Are you ready to face
the world?”

“Can we eat here?”

“Sure. I’ll get us a platter.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Not at all. I like having you all to
myself.”


 



CHAPTER 188

Rory

1–2 May 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Redland—Sky Cradle

Hit in its tail and
wings, the Guild ship caught fire not far from the ground.

Flames flashed inside the cockpit in front of
Theo. The emergency capsule where she had burrowed was ejected. It
landed hard on a dune, bobbing up and down, cutting Rory’s voice
short. It rolled over for several long minutes and then bumped to a
stop.

She gasped and blinked as a tremulous light
flickered inside the capsule, now lying sideways; she called Rory.
Her head pounded. Her fingers shook too hard to unfasten the
security harness.

A thunderous crackling hammered the coating
of the capsule, which tipped over first one way and then the other.
An endless rattle. Heat suffocated her. Surfaces closed in.

She choked. She sought air.

She only found dry heat.

And a shrouding darkness.

The capsule was well insulated, meant to
protect Guild agents from the worst, and when she woke up, the
secondary oxygen circuit had taken over and cooled the cramped
space.

A gentle humming buzzed inside the capsule.
She waited a long time before summoning the courage to move. The
capsule reclined in a stable position. When she slowly unlatched
the upper safety lock, the capsule shuddered. She barely had time
to lock the latch again before it tipped over. A deafening sound
erupted outside.

After a series of shudders, the capsule
rolled backwards. Theo screamed as she failed to catch the dangling
harness. The capsule rotated, and she rolled with it, unable to
secure herself. She lost consciousness the fourth time her head
slammed against a compartment.

She woke up. She tried to move and dizziness
assaulted her. She closed her eyes. The dizziness persisted. She
breathed slowly. Her body ached everywhere. At least the capsule
was no longer in motion. Her forehead throbbed. She found a
swelling bump. She sat up, fighting nausea and fear.

A ringing replaced the dizziness. She took
stock of her condition: bruises and scratches, two head bumps,
nothing life-threatening.

She opened the emergency door latch. Sand
poured inside.

She crawled out of the capsule. It was
midday; the suns shone bleak against a pinkish sky. She gulped
fresh, smoke-scented air. She couldn’t make anything out. She
called to Rory. Her hoarse voice made a disturbingly puny sound.
She forced herself to stand up. The wind slapped her. Caught
unawares, she nearly fell off the capsule and clung to the surface
until the wind abated enough for her to retreat to safety.

Eyes gritty, shivering, angry at her
helplessness, she dived back inside. She latched the door,
insulating herself. Hunger gnawed at her. She scrounged the locker
marked “Food” and found a stack of protein bars. She munched on
one, drank some still water, then snuggled under a light emergency
blanket and went to sleep.

When the second sun rose the following
morning, she took advantage of a lull in the sandstorm to drag
herself across the dunes to the Guild ship’s skeleton. Distance in
the desert was deceptive: it took her the best part of the morning
to reach the debris.

She found Rory immediately. Alive. Barely. On
his back, stuck under a large piece of wing from the waist down.
Wounded in both arms, in his chest, covered with caked blood,
blisters on his skin.

She knelt beside him, afraid to touch his
singed face.

“Rory,” she whispered. “Rory, it’s me. It’s
Theo.”

He opened his eyes at once. They were
startlingly clear. They gazed at each other for a long moment.

“Theo, sweetheart …” he wheezed. “I’m happy …
you’re alive. You must hide … They’ll come back.”

A shudder rippled through him and he winced.
His eyelids fluttered.

“What can I do? Tell me what to do to help
you. Explain how to use the radio.”

“It’s too late.”

“It’s never too late.”

He smiled. “You’re sweet … Never told you,
did I? Drove me nuts. But …” He coughed. Blood dripped from the
corner of his mouth.

“Don’t talk.” She caressed the unsinged side
of his face.

“In my pocket … stockey … Take it. For
Jack.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Do … it … when I’m … dead.”

Hearing his labored breathing hurt.

“You can’t die, Rory.”

He chuckled and moved the fingers of his left
hand. She grabbed them with both of hers.

“Rory …”

He opened his mouth. No sound came out. She
leaned over.

“My necklace …” he whispered. “Take it. I
want you to have it.”

“I will. Rory, I …”

“I know. I love you too … Don’t cry …”

“I’m not crying!”

“Tell Farren … best man … Jack.” He closed
his eyes; pain hissed through his parched lips. He looked at her
and smiled. “Jethro, you came …”

His hand turned slack in hers. Silence
replaced his wheezing. He was gone.

Kneeling back on her heels, she caressed his
strong, bruised hand between hers, unable to think.

Rory was gone. Tears blurred her sight as she
closed his lusterless eyes. She unfastened his sooty necklace and
clasped it around her own neck. She cringed as she counted to
three. Could she search his corpse for this stockey? He had asked
her to; it was for Jack, a dying man’s last request. She must. She
gagged, forced bile down, and went through his clothes. He’d stuck
it in one of his inside pockets, and she retrieved it fast. She sat
cross-legged in the sand, her knees touching his chest, watching
him. This dear friend … she remembered the day they had skipped
rope together, how stubborn he was, sweat running down his face,
not wanting to give up, to concede defeat; and then how he had
given in and applauded her victory, inviting her to listen to music
in a pub in the Barrios and share one of those gross meaty
sandwiches he was so fond of.

Still crying, she walked away from the ship
to take in her surroundings.

Dune hills stretched to the horizon on two
sides, dazzling her with shiny spider-like threads of light.
Towards her left, a pebbled stretch of desert led to Canyon Maze.
The sky combined heat and fiery fuzziness: the sandstorm remained a
threat. She gripped her upper arms with frozen fingers. Her legs
shook so hard that she sat down in the sand.

How would she bury her friend? She couldn’t
move him. A huge piece of aircraft nailed him to the ground. She
half-crawled, half-shuffled back to the broken ship. She knelt
beside Rory, sniffling.

She couldn’t possibly leave him alone.


 



CHAPTER 189

Sandstorm

2–4 May 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Redland—Sky Cradle

An aircraft flew
through the storm. Friend or enemy? Better not tempt fate. Theo
squeezed herself under the Guild ship’s broken wing. She hunkered
down while the white plane circled the crash site several times
before gunning it down. It disappeared in the sand clouds.

As she squirmed out of her cramped hiding
place, three ships burst from above. She retreated beneath the
wing. They flew low. Were they searching for her? Or Rory? They set
fire to the hull. The temperature escalated and she buried herself
in the sand, worried about the flames.

She cowered there all night, while the swazzi
howled and screeched through the aircraft pieces stuck in the salt
desert and repeatedly rekindled the embers.

She hurried back to the emergency capsule as
soon as she could discern her whereabouts. The air was thick with
sand and smoke. Exhausted, emotionally spent, she reached the
capsule around noon. The wind blew hard and slowed her down, but
she figured it was protecting her from her enemies.

She spent another day and night inside the
capsule. In between fretful naps, she tried twice to reach Ashta’s
mind. Each time, she experienced an excruciating headache followed
by frightening bouts of tachycardia. So she tended to her bruises
and organized her backpack. And the following morning she braved
the billowing red swazzi and headed across a narrow stretch of salt
desert towards Canyon Maze.

Inwardly she thanked her parents, and
particularly her father, who had introduced her to Redland’s
geological wonders through week-long expeditions every month during
her childhood and adolescence before they moved to live under the
Dome. Those lessons in Reddish geography resurfaced after the crash
while she kept a vigil by Rory’s side and examined the landscape:
she needed no technology to tell her that until she reached Canyon
Maze’s qanat-side, she was on her own.

Crossing Sky Cradle—the salt desert—would
lead her to certain death. With no shelter, she would be an easy
target for Mogud’s Fudrons, and if she survived an attack she would
die of thirst before she had got halfway. Once the storm abated,
Malcolm would send out people to find her and Rory, but Sky Cradle
was huge, seldom visited, and far from Nomadic routes or
City-Dweller abodes.

Jack and Farren, and Lonetom, and probably
also the Guild would look for them. But when? Habooks stymied
everybody, everything.

In her early teens, she had once trekked for
twelve hours in Sky Cradle. Her father had taken her and Malcolm to
the salt desert for a ten-day spring hike. They had penetrated its
immensity from another vantage point. She remembered how awed she
had been when she first viewed the flat and pristine expanse, and
her vivid discussion with Malcolm about the mirage they had both
seen after a brief rain shower.

Since she couldn’t even contemplate waiting
for rescue in the claustrophobic emergency capsule, she would walk
her way back.

So, her shoulders weighed down by her
backpack, she began her journey by striding over the white, crunchy
ground for two hours until she reached the moist, oozy surface of
the wide shore cupping the desert. She didn’t stop to admire the
landscape. Just a quick glance behind her to survey the distance
she had covered before she took the trail that looped through the
rugged terrain rising towards Canyon Maze’s entrance.

The sandstorm enveloped her as she trudged
along the rough path, bent over, head down: pebbles and uprooted
spiky shrubs smacked her legs. Sand-packed gales whipped her as she
gripped her backpack harness, scraping her knuckles raw. Thankful
for the goggles found in the emergency capsule locker, she pushed
on, one halting step after the other, breathing dust despite the
cloth swaddling her face.

The winds swept through the entry canyon.
Where could she hide? She found an opening, a cave two meters above
the ground. After several harrowing minutes, she hauled her
backpack and herself up the mountain wall and into the smelly cave.
Huddled as far as she could under the narrow overhang, she wrapped
the safety blanket around her body to keep warm.

The maze grumbled, its mineral noises
reminding her of relentless waves crashing on a shore. Afraid she
would roll out of her shelter and break a limb if she slept, she
only allowed herself to doze, never letting her guard down.

She dug into far-away memories to remember
everything her father had taught her about this red-rock
wilderness. The next morning, the sandstorm had abated a bit, at
least inside the canyon. She looked for the landmarks her father
had mentioned and rejoiced when she found them, optimistic despite
her exhaustion and itchy shoulder.

At dusk, she came upon a dead-end canyon in
Canyon Maze, and worry seeped through. It was too late to head back
and sleep in the cave, so she stayed where she was, concealing
herself between two boulders. Minutes went by slowly while the
swazzi hollered cold gusts. It was wiser to return to the place
where she had entered the canyon and think things through. As she
walked back, she congratulated herself for leaving traces of her
passage.

The winds blew sand in her face throughout
the day.

During this two-day hike, she did her best to
counter the rising sense of defeat and alarm that embraced her each
time she thought she might be lost among ramified routes that all
looked alike. She finally reached Canyon Maze’s Sky Cradle entry
and shook with relief. The sandstorm’s intensity had diminished. As
she searched for a place to set up her camp, she slipped on a stone
and fell heavily onto the rough ground, twisting her left
ankle.

This sudden agony woke her up. It propelled
her out of the trance-like bubble she realized she had been caught
in since the crash. Violent shudders jolted her as she massaged her
swollen ankle. Her teeth chattered; longing tightened her stomach.
Loneliness gripped her throat when, to her right, she identified
the Dome through a red mist, an appallingly short structure. Could
it be a mirage? Beyond the Dome, the Djerrani ridge crest
sparkled.
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