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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 VOLUME 1 |
TROUBLE

“Hybrids takes place in a unique sci-fi
world filled with ideas and norms common to humans. Jennie Dorny
writes a delightful story shimmering with the beauty of
possibility.” Amanda Murello, Indies Today

After fleeing Gambling Nova, her home planet,
Theo Maddiogga finds refuge on Eridan. She becomes a Savalwoman and
befriends Ashta, another Savalwoman who falls in love with her;
Washone, the spiritual leader; and Declan, the Master Face
Changer.

Disturbance in the form of erratic tides and
nauseous seaweed reveal political tensions within Mocean, the
living ocean covering the planet. Nand, the young woman who
understands whales, vainly raises the alarm. As she is about to
leave Eridan, Theo engages in a mental battle with Keith of Rain
Forest, who is determined to become the new spiritual leader.

Summoned by Washone, SpaceSS agent Jack Finch
travels to Eridan to fetch Theo and take her to Earth Metropolis.
In his absence, his husband Farren Megan is sent undercover on a
secret mission to Gambling Nova by Spylady Donatella Simpson.


 


[image: tmp_3137a40a73d9e8a764246ea3cab5fda6_7dh3U2_html_m67fdf55e.jpg]

Caught in a web of murder and vengeance,

Theo must outsmart the Spylady to save her new friends.

Imprisoned in a male appearance,

can Nand survive deportation without losing herself?

Forced to leave Eridan after her mental
battle with Keith of Rain Forest, Theo travels to Earth Metropolis
with SpaceSS agent Jack Finch. When Jack is arrested for murdering
his husband, Farren, Theo’s plans for a new future collapse.

To impress Declan, Nand face-changes into her
cousin’s appearance on the day of the Face Changer Assembly. But
her moment of triumph turns into a nightmare when Keith launches an
attack against the Face Changers.

Deported to Gambling Nova, the federal
prison, with Ashta and a few Face Changers, will Declan be strong
enough to overcome his guilt in order to help Nand keep her male
appearance and safeguard Eridan’s future?

Convinced that Farren is still alive, Theo
must outsmart the Spylady if she wants to get Jack released from
the penitentiary and find Farren’s whereabouts. Yet when Sheer, the
Savalwomen leader, orders her to rescue the Face Changers, Theo
faces a new challenge: is she ready to return to Gambling Nova? And
risk her life?

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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Dear Reader,

Thank you for acquiring Vengeance,
the second volume of Hybrids. I hope you enjoy this new
reading journey. Don’t hesitate to visit my website
and, if you haven’t already, join the Distinguished Readers’ Club,
my monthly newsletter (you will find the link at the end of the
book). Mindhold, a short story that borders on the
fantastic, will be sent to you along the way.

Kind wishes,

Jennie Dorny
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 CHAPTER 66

In Ship

27 August 3076, 5:00 Standard Time (ST),
Sixth Federal Era

Omniliner—Space

Theo unfastened her
security harness with a shaky left hand. Outside the porthole,
Eridan was a dark blue ball spinning fast into space.

Declan, Washone and Ashta had united and
forced her to leave.

Now, her future loomed uncertain and
scary.

She pressed her left hand against her
forehead to drive out a thriving migraine. As a shield against
despair, she would store away her memories about Eridan, forget
Evetha. She would be Theo Maddiogga again, always on the run,
forever lonely.

“I’ll see about our cabins,” the SpaceSS
agent said. “Wait for me here. I’ll be right back.”

Her bones and muscles seemed to have melted
into a lump of exhaustion. Her temperature rose; her wounded hand
hurt; her legs tingled. She stretched them one after the other.

The SpaceSS agent laughed with the male
receptionist. He glanced her way, he talked some more, and finally
he crouched beside her.

“There’s been a space storm. Passengers from
another ship will board ours. One of our cabins has been
requisitioned. So we’ll share the other until Nuong.”

She was too tired to care. She wanted to lie
down, sleep and forget.

He grabbed her backpack. Clenching her teeth,
she stood up. Her legs shook so hard that she gripped the seat,
unable to contain a moan when her bandaged right hand brushed her
side.

He grasped her elbow. “This way.”

“Don’t touch me!” She wiped her face. “I’m
not an invalid.”

He shrugged and she followed him slowly.

Their cabin was on the upper deck. He pressed
a cherry-shaped card to unlock the door. Like an automaton, she
staggered through the large room to the bunk bed, noticing the
dirty red carpet and matching old curtain in front of a blind
porthole.

She must do something before giving in to
sleep, something important.

The sheet under her body tautened as the
SpaceSS agent sat beside her, holding a glass. He helped her drink.
The typical ship-acid water taste revived acrid memories. She lay
back down. She blinked.

He stood up. His face remained blurry.

“You can sleep now.”

“Declan said I should trust you. I can’t.
You’re too good-looking. Don’t touch me, or you’ll regret it.”

Had he chuckled? Sleep engulfed her.
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She woke up slowly. Eyes closed, she
assessed her state: no longer feverish, lingering fatigue in her
back and limbs.

Beside her, huddled in a winged armchair, a
man slept. Her heart fluttered before she remembered who he
was.

The SpaceSS agent.

Hate had frosted Declan’s eyes when she said
she loved him. How could she have been so wrong?

She smothered her shame; she squelched its
stinging memory.

She sat up. Her right hand throbbed. The
SpaceSS agent had changed her bandage during her sleep, removed her
grime-encased sandals, pulled a crisp clean blanket over her.

His head rested on his folded arm. An
unshaven white cheek; locks of black hair hid the rest of his face.
She couldn’t recall his features. Her last clear-cut memories
revolved around her mental clash with Keith and talking to Declan
in his bubflat.

She spread a blanket over the sleeping man.
When she emerged an hour later from the bathroom, he was snoring,
his head thrown back. She gobbled the nuts scattered on the
nightstand and drank the contents of a soya fizz bottle. The bubbly
and spicy drink whet her appetite. A glance inside the fridge
confirmed what she had surmised: empty.

Not wanting to wake up the poor agent from
his obviously much-needed slumber, she grabbed a wad of fedgads
from her backpack, slid the cabin card inside a pocket and
left.

She easily got her bearings. Nothing
resembled a passenger spaceship more than another one: cafeterias,
restaurants and pubs occupied the starboard side; sports
facilities, gaming rooms and hypernet comps the port side. In the
cafeteria, empty at this late afternoon hour, she chose the
cheapest dish, a cluexxan roast with rice and three slices
of a honey and dried-fruit cake. She drank two glasses of apple
sissli. She battled her way through her meal, fighting tears each
time she remembered Eridan. She clutched her fork; she chewed and
forced food down. Fun, friendship, adventures. It was all over. To
overcome this new, shattering disillusionment, she must resume her
old survival habits.

The sooner the better.
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“Where were you?” The SpaceSS agent stood
away from the embedded wall-computer which showed the ship layout.
“You’re not allowed to leave this cabin without my permission.”

She clasped the bags from her errands, taking
in his disheveled hair, crumpled shirt, shean pants and bare
feet.

“Well? Don’t you realize how dangerous it is
for you to stroll around this ship?”

Her mouth dried up.

“You don’t have anything to say?” A muscle
jumped in his cheek. “Still determined to pretend I don’t
exist?”

She had hoped he would understand on his own
why she had given him the cold shoulder since Declan had introduced
him to her.

Subtlety wasn’t his strong suit.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you a
fugitive? Isn’t there a price on your head?”

She gripped her bags tighter. What did he
know about her? Washone’s betrayal stung.

“You’re in danger until we reach Earth
Metropolis and eliminate whatever information is floating around
about you. Your disappearance for a year doesn’t mean that hired
gunmen have forgotten about you. This ship is exactly the kind of
place they roam to find clues about missing people …”

He was right. She had acted like a fool. How
could she forgive herself?

“Well?” His voice escalated a notch. “Will
you answer me? Where were you? Who saw you? Who did you talk to?”
In three hurried strides, he joined her, not quite as tall as she
was, with a lean, nervous body. And his mother had never taught him
to smile. “You’d better stop your little game fast because I’m not
in the mood to accept this kind of behavior.”

She could not admit her foolishness to a
stranger.

“I was famished. I didn’t … I thought …” She
looked away from his piercing blue eyes. “I’m sorry. I forgot
…”

“You’re sorry?” His chuckle mortified her.
“You forgot?”

“You couldn’t possibly understand!”

“Ah, yes. I’m the stupid guy.”

“I said I was sorry!” She threw her bags at
him. He stepped back to catch one while the other crashed to the
floor. A bottle of freshly pressed apple sissli rolled out, opened
and flooded the carpet.

“Damn it! Stay here!”

She rushed out of the cabin and hid inside
the first recess to her right, beside a staircase.
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Jack checked the corridor: the woman had
disappeared. He slammed his fist against the wall and
re-entered.

He picked up the boxes scattered on the
floor: except for apple sissli, she liked the same junk food he
did.

What a lousy handling! At least he’d gotten
her to speak. No scorn. Just real distress.

He must find her, patch things up and hope
for the best.

Four hours later, he admitted that she hadn’t
forgotten her fugitive habits: she had hunkered down. Since she had
their cabin key, he asked the tired-looking woman at the reception
for a replacement.

“You’re in luck.” She handed him the key. “A
ship guard brought it back to me a couple hours ago.”

“Thanks. Do you know where he found it?”

“A space junkie stole it. Mr. Wong wants to
see you, to press charges. His office is on level 5, room 914. The
lift next to the sports facility takes you straight down.”
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The cabin was brightly lit when he opened
the door. He called her name. A message propped up against the soya
fizz bottle on the nightstand caught his eye.

Dear Sir—she had scrawled—Thank you
for traveling to Eridan to get me, and for helping my friends in
The Towers. Thank you for caring for me while I was sick. We should
now each go our own way. I release you from the word you gave the
kwirimok about me. You were right to be angry. What I did this
morning was totally irresponsible. Sincerely, Theo
Maddiogga.

Finding her would be an interesting
challenge.

First, he needed to question the space
junkie. He’d noticed the hooded man crouching in the dark corner of
the main karaoke pub, hidden beneath his overlarge Exploplan
jacket. Stories about those bums abounded, modern versions of
Icarus’s fall.

Jack had experienced the inebriating
sensation of spatial flight in apnea several times during his
youth. He pitied the clipped-winged former divers who hadn’t
stopped in time and ended their lives on civilian ships—mediocre
substitutes for the exhilarating dive at the prow of a spatial
exploration ship.

When he reached level 5, a curly-haired,
gum-popping young ship guard walked him to room 914. Nothing
surprising inside: stained walls plastered with posters of nude
women, antiquated computers, cigarette butts spilling out from
ashtrays, crushed cups, mold-covered glasses, metallic chairs, loud
and crude music.

At far end of the room, a figure hunched up
in a cell corner.

A squat man with a sports-combat-flattened
nose waved a limp hand from the chair where he sprawled. “Come in,
mister …”

A third ship guard stood beside him. He had
sparse brown hair, and a scar cut his face in two. Sweat stained
his armpits. He grinned like an idiot as he rocked back and forth
on his heels.

“Budrock, Kane Budrock.” Jack stepped into
the room. “I’m here about my cabin key. The one that Mr. Wong found
in a space junkie’s hands.”

“I’m Mr. Wong.” A fourth guard with a belly
about to pop out of his shirt straightened in his chair. “We got
your thief. A stowaway.” He pointed at the cell.

Jack recognized the karaoke pub junkie.

The scarred guard hitched his trousers with
his thumbs. “It wasn’t easy getting your key back. The bum said it
belonged to him, but he couldn’t provide any ID.”

Flat-Nose rummaged on his desk. “Papers are
ready for you to press charges. You’ll need to sign them.”

“I want to talk to him.”

“What for?” The gum-chewer leaned against the
door.

Jack waited by the cell. After a long minute,
Mr. Wong threw his key ring to Scar-Face, who opened the gate.

Jack stopped him. “I’ll talk to him
alone.”

“He’s dangerous.”

“He doesn’t look frightening to me.”

“I’ll stay here if you need me.”

Jack squatted beside the junkie, whose knees
were pressed against his chest, his right hand inside his heavy
Exploplan jacket, his left arm folded over his bowed head.

“Hey, I’m not here to hurt you. I won’t press
charges. I need to know where you found the key.”

The junkie did not answer.

“Help me and I’ll help you.”

A slight movement. Had he heard a moan?

“This guy is doped up. You won’t get anything
out of him,” Scar-Face called from the threshold. “Time’s up.”

“I haven’t finished yet.” He turned to the
junkie. “Don’t worry. It’s only a key. Will you look at me?”

The junkie lowered his arm.

“Stella Zadar, Theodan!” Jack used the name
he and Farren had invented for their guest. “What happened to your
face?”

She bowed her head. Riding on his rage, he
stood up. “What happened here? You’ve made a dreadful mistake.”

He helped the woman to her feet.

“Can you walk?” He didn’t like her subdued
expression. She gripped his arm fiercely. Her face was a mess: a
swollen eye, marks on her cheeks, dried blood across her mouth.

They stopped in front of Mr. Wong. “This
so-called junkie is my nephew. And I’ll press charges against
you.”

Mr. Wong buttoned his shirt. “Calm down,
sir.”

“You’re telling us that a whitie like you
belongs to his family?” Flat-Nose asked, joining them.

Theo’s head jerked up. Jack exerted a soft
pressure on her hand.

“What did you say?”

Flat-Nose opened his mouth. Scar-Face cut him
off. “He’s right. There’s no family resemblance.” He held out his
hand with authority. “Show me some identification.”

Jack eyed the five ship guards surrounding
them. “Do I need to remind you that this is an inter-federal
civilian ship? Nothing obliges us to show you any kind of ID so
long as we are in space. My nephew told you that the key belonged
to him. Why not believe him?”

“He’s a space junkie.”

“He’s much too young to be one. Did you look
at his face before knocking him about?” He turned towards Theo.
“Where’s your backpack?”

“They took it.”

He hated her raw, defeated voice.

“Mr. Wong? Give it back to us. Now.”

“There’s no backpack,” Scar-Face said.

“He’s lying!”

Jack smiled. “They’re getting into more
trouble.”

“Look at them, holding each other. I say the
junkie is his boyfriend, not his nephew!”

In other circumstances, he would have stroked
her back to provoke Flat-Nose. But she needed immediate care. He
flashed his SpaceSS badge. “This should get you to hurry up.”

This pack of mediocre bullies reacted the way
that everyone did when they recognized SpaceSS’s red octagon.
Scar-Face pulled Theo’s backpack from behind a desk and Flat-Nose
removed a wallet from a drawer. Honey dripped from Mr. Wong’s
chubby dimples when he explained that this arrest had obviously
been a tragic error.

Jack chuckled at their pitiful attempts to
placate him. On their way out, he threatened them with a report to
the Regulation Transport Service in Nuong.
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Inside their cabin, she collapsed on the
bunk bed.

“Why did you go after me? Didn’t you read my
note?”

He removed his jacket, grabbed a glass and a
bottle of apple sissli, and pulled the winged armchair next to the
bed.

“I don’t want to be your problem. I’m
sorry.”

“I’m the one who must apologize. Not you.” He
handed her a glass of apple sissli.

“Thanks.” She took a tentative sip. “I
thought dressing up would help. I traveled this way for
months.”

“On civilian ships?”

“Freighter, mostly.”

“Travel companies implemented new rules about
space junkies six months ago.”

“When I put on my Exploplan jacket, it was as
if I was the old Theo again.” She shrugged and winced. “It was
stupid. You were right. I acted foolishly. I never expected to be
the ship guards’ target.” She shuddered.

“I need to check on you.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not and you can’t stay like this.
Where did they hit you, besides your face?”

“My back and here.” She showed her chest.

“You’ll have to undress.”

“In front of you?”

“I’d let you do it on your own if you could.
But you can’t.”

In the bathroom, he wrung two washcloths
under hot water and took his medikit. She hadn’t moved. He set
everything on the nightstand and sat beside her.

“I’ll do everything I can not to hurt you.
Your face first.”

He washed away grime and blood, then
disinfected her bruises.

“You’ll have a big shiner in a couple
hours.”

She sucked in air when he touched the side of
her head.

“Sorry!”

“Don’t pay attention to me. Do what you have
to do.”

“You have an ugly cut behind your ear. I need
to put in a few sutures.”

She gripped the mattress with her left hand
while he worked. She tensed once or twice but never made a
sound.

“There, it’s done.” Her silence grated on his
nerves. “It can’t have been easy to pass for a man.”

“I shaved my head and darkened my skin. This
Exploplan jacket protected me. I felt secure.”

He unclipped her jacket and helped her out of
it.

“Don’t throw it away!”

“Of course not.”

He hung it in the narrow closet by the
bathroom. She wore a long-sleeved jersey.

“Now, your back.” He rolled up her shirt,
surprised at the new—and old—marks which marred her skin: they
reminded him of the faded welts scarring his own body. Her courage
humbled him, made him feel as naked as she was. His hands shook as
he fingered her ribcage beneath the cloth awkwardly wrapped around
her chest.

“Take it off if it’s easier.”

“Did passengers pick on you when you traveled
before?” His voice sounded hoarse to his own ears as he unrolled
the cloth.

“I never went by unnoticed. But I could
easily spot troublemakers. I avoided them. When it was impossible,
I confronted them. I was in good shape back then. Not like
now.”

“You got into fistfights?”

She glanced at him over her shoulder, a smile
lurking on her lips.

“I’m fast with a knife.”

“It was a brave yet dangerous thing to
do.”

“It did the trick. Afterwards they left me
alone.”

“Your jacket and the cloth protected you
well. You don’t have any cracked or bruised ribs. It will sting,
though, when I disinfect you.”

She was as tough as a soldier. He imagined
that she gritted her teeth to keep silent.

“You never answered. Why did you come after
me? I released you from your word.”

He put salve on all her bruises. When he was
finished, he helped her into one of his shirts.

“Why did you come after me?” she repeated. “I
was awful to you.”

He sat beside her again and this time picked
up her right hand. He cut the bandage. Drops of sweat covered her
forehead. She whimpered as he unglued the gauze from her wound.

“You need a painkiller shot. I’ll get one
from the infirmary.”

“No, please. I don’t want any shot. I’ll be
fine.”

Anger washed over him as he examined her
swollen hand. “Tell me what happened with the ship guards.”

“When I saw you in the karaoke pub, I was
sure you were looking for the cabin key.”

“I was worried about you, dimwit, not the
damn key!”

“You looked upset. I was about to give it to
the barman for safekeeping when Mr. Wong noticed me. I tried to
hide it. He jumped me. He claimed I’d stolen it. I didn’t want to
give it to him.”

“Why not?”

“It would have meant admitting I stole it.
I’m not a thief.”

“It gave them a reason to beat you up.”

She tugged at her hand. He held on to it
gently. “It’s not that simple.”

“Tell me.”

“The ship guards didn’t win. Thanks to you,
they lost everything. You were great back there.”

“Which one stepped on your hand?”

She shrugged. “The one with the heaviest
boot.”

“I don’t have enough medical training to take
care of your hand. I’m afraid I’ll hurt you more.”

Head held high, back straight, she faced him.
“Clean the wound, use your spray and salve, put a splint to keep
the fingers straight, wrap a bandage around my hand, and that
should be enough. It’s only broken.”

She was one of a kind.

“This kind of fracture hurts a lot. There’s
nothing in my medikit strong enough to help.”

“I want to feel the pain. I need it.”

“Why?”

She hesitated. “Leaving Eridan the way I did,
against my will, is a hardship. I was happy over there.” She smiled
sadly. “I had friends. They were like family. I don’t know if I’ll
ever go back or see them again, and that hurts. When I had the
fever, I couldn’t stop you from tending me. Now, it’s different.”
She raised her trembling right hand. “I need the pain to accept the
reality of what’s happening to me, to control my emotions. Without
it, I’ll fall apart. Do you understand?”

He nodded, even though he didn’t share her
point of view. He had been abused growing up. He knew all about
pain. He had thought for a long time that he would never get rid of
it.

However, everybody carried his burden his own
way. He wouldn’t have made it alone. Farren had been the one to
heave him out of a bottomless hole. Without his love, his bright
presence, he would have acted up and died.

“All right. No medicine, but on one
condition: we ask the nurse to put a splint on your hand.
Agreed?”

“Yes.” Her smile was lopsided but genuine.
“And thank you. Thank you for everything.”

He threw away the dirty bandages and put his
medikit in order. “If I hadn’t frightened you away, you’d be safe
and sound. I apologize for my behavior this morning.”

She emptied the glass of apple sissli. “I
deserved it. I’ve been horrid to you since we left Eridan. And I
apologize. I hope you’ll forgive me. I was terribly upset. You were
handy; you stood in for everybody. I can be insufferable when I’m
in a bad mood.”

Her honesty charmed him.

“Why don’t we start over?” She stretched her
left hand out to him. “Hi, I’m Theo Maddiogga. I’m twenty-three,
and I spent about a year in Eridan. What about you? What’s your
name?”

He sat down in the winged armchair and shook
her hand.

“Jack. Jack Finch. Pleased to meet you. I
work for SpaceSS. I’m twenty-nine and married to my partner, Farren
Megan, and we live in Earth Metropolis.”

“Nice to meet you, Jack. I’d love to keep up
this conversation, but,” she yawned, “I need to lie down because
I’m …”

“Theo!” He lunged forward to catch her as she
swayed. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

He helped her to lie down on the bunk bed and
pulled the sheet over her.

She smiled sleepily. “Why should I?”

She was going to be trouble.


 


 CHAPTER 67

Chronicles of the Frozen
Land

27 August 3076, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Eridan (207th Cycle, Jellyfish Season,
Kelp’s Brown Year)—Eridooneen

[During the night,
while he slept inside his tent, a heartbreaking mooing woke him up.
A sound that stirred up his memories.

Crazy Moon’s wadda mooed in a similar way.
The old woman poked at glowing peat embers and explained that
during the blizzard season, female waddas mourned their calves who
had become young bucks during the lush grass season. Later that
evening, she told him the legend of the spotted wadda. Snuggled
under fox pelts, he listened to her lilting voice and watched her
lively round face, framed by straight, greasy, salt-and-pepper
hair.

Waddas lived in big herds. They galloped
through Fanshu searching for grass and the bushes that grew during
the short summer. Their hair was white, sometimes brown, always of
the same color. One year, a spotted wadda was born. He was always
hungry. He greedily drank his mother’s milk several times a day.
When he grew older, he strayed often and munched grass wherever he
pleased. His behavior irked the old male who led the cows and their
calves.

A few weeks before he joined the young bucks,
the spotted wadda heard a strange noise as he ate crisp grass
blades, so he set out to explore. This crystal sound increased his
hunger. It eluded him as he searched for it, and when the dark and
its milk drops covered the sky, he was alone. He called out for his
mother. She was too far away to answer. Afraid of catching cold on
the ice-field, he walked until morning. At sunrise, he reached a
small creek. He drank the chilly, clear water. It tasted of heather
and pine needles and rocks. Cloud blossoms reflected in the running
water. Grass stems danced near the bottom and fish rolled minuscule
pebbles. The creek chirped as it rushed by. He loved its sound, its
fresh smell, so he followed its course. He didn’t stop when he
heard his mother mooing from far away.

At dusk, the creek gave into a lake. He
rested by the shore, listening to wavelets. The next day, he
reached a meadow where he found the greenest, tastiest grass he had
ever eaten. He grazed, and when, at the end of the day, he looked
up, he saw Shladtlufäll, the great volcanic glacier, Yelun’s
highest summit.

“Who comes here?” Shladtlufäll asked.

“It is I, the spotted wadda.”

“You’re a loner.”

“Like you.”

“And what do you want?”

“I want to see the world.”

“So go; I won’t keep you.”

Sadness buried itself inside the spotted
wadda’s heart. The world was huge, and his tired legs hurt.

“The answer to your quest lies at the water’s
bottom. Go, young spotted wadda! Always love your mother, and
remember me.”

The spotted wadda rested all night near
Shladtlufäll. The next morning, he ate more crunchy grass.
Afterwards, he trotted into the lake waters and swam.

“And then …?” he asked Crazy Moon.

“Then what?”

“What happened? Where did he swim to?”

“To the end of his dream.”

“He died? He drowned?”

“No. He found what he was looking for, yet
along the way he forgot where he came from.”

“And that’s bad?”

“Not necessarily. Growing up is hard. He had
trouble knowing himself.”

“Even if you remember, growing up is
hard.”

“It’s a transition. Some of us would like it
to last forever. Like a magnificent dawn that would endlessly
rise.”]

How could she be hearing this man’s memories?
These visions troubled her. He remembered landscapes that mirrored
one another. Nand scrupulously noted these moments, repeated them
several times inside the dream itself so as to forget no detail
when she woke up.
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Discussion

30 August 3076, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Omniliner—Space

Colorful sounds
pitched Theo out of her sleep. Night filled the cabin. Memories
stemming from the months before she was in a coma flooded her
dreams. Jack turned over in the bunk bed above her, and his snores
resumed.

She pulled the sheet to her chin, not daring
to wake him up even though he had encouraged her to do so. His
brawan never hesitated.

Her handsome travel companion with clearwater
eyes, ebony hair and razor-reluctant stubble was married to another
man. He had told her the day before, assuaging her concern about
sharing the cabin.

In Redland, homosexuals were frowned upon.
However, her stay in Eridan, where people respected each other’s
sex lives, had freed the kindred sparks she had felt since her
adolescence for those who goat-skipped to the side and loved
whomever they wanted.

Her hasty departure from Eridan had prevented
her from talking at length with Ashta—the few words they had shared
while her friend had bandaged her hand didn’t count: obsessed with
her need to come clean, Theo had confessed her attempt to mindread
her.

Yet now that Eridan shone among millions of
stars in space, she wished she had thanked Ashta for loving her and
had been brave enough to ask Declan why aversion had filled his
eyes after he had embraced her so tightly.

She pressed her bare arm over her eyelids,
forcing tears back.

Time to nestle these memories inside deep
nooks and stop yearning for what no longer existed.
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Fed up with figuring out the new rules for
Suffafa 78, her favorite solitary poker game, Theo swiveled in her
chair. Hours went by slowly. Jack was engrossed in a spy novel he
had downloaded on the cabin’s reader.

“So, when will you tell me more about your
brawan?” she asked. “I only know he’s a year older than you are.
That’s all I found out.”

“What you found out?” He put his reader on
pause. “When? He never said a thing to me.”

She shrugged. “Five months ago … I can’t tell
you exactly because the Eridani calendar is complicated. Everything
is measured in seasons and tenens instead of months and weeks. And
with the coma, I’m fuddled up.” Responding to a zing, she typed a
sequence on her computer. “I was path-making for Washone and that’s
how I connected with his computer while he was working on it.”

Jack gawked at her from the bunk bed.

“He wasn’t happy I could access his files. He
thought I was you, and after, that I was a robot.”

“You were path-making for the kwirimok?”

She didn’t like his tone.

“He wanted direct access to your brawan.
Path-making is easy. We zigzagged from ship radars to stellar
beacons.”

“We?” He shook his head. “You merged with an
orgacomp to do that, didn’t you? That kwirimok was a lunatic!”

“Why? I knew exactly what I was doing.”

“Merging with an orgacomp is forbidden by law
throughout the Federacy.” He placed his reader on the nightstand.
“Owning an orgacomp, having any kind of relationship with an
orgacomp, not to mention path-making, all this is a felony. Every
nation belonging to the Federacy has outlawed orgacomps.”

“That is insane!” She stood up. Her armchair
fell backwards. She grabbed it and yanked it back up.

“Relationships with orgacomps are dangerous.
Maybe your Eridani friends can cope, but if they want to belong to
the Federacy, they must rid themselves of their orgacomps. There
have been numerous accidents, people going crazy after a merge.
I’ve seen many.”

She thought of Mmram and Ootk, her father’s
orgacomps, and Vugeen, her own, and Llgun and Sham. That such
danger threatened their odd, metal-mental presence incensed
her.

“It’s not the orgacomps’ fault if people are
careless.”

“Orgacomps are dangerous.”

“You’re wrong. They’re non-violent sentient
beings.” Her voice rose.

“Theo …” He got to his feet.

When she realized that she had stepped back,
she stood still.

“Didn’t anybody ever speak up for
orgacomps?”

“There’s a man who spent his life defending
them. You’ve probably heard of him. His name is Catdougal. Yet when
orgacomps were debated at the Senate in Nuong, he didn’t show
up.”

He spoke Catdougal’s name with reverence,
despite his negative words about orgacomps. She bit her lips to
stop herself from shouting that he was her father, her dead father;
the father who had hurt her, whose reassuring embrace she
craved.

“I’ve heard of him, yes. When was this law
passed?”

“Less than a year ago.”

She sat back in her armchair.

“Promise me you won’t mention orgacomps or
merges to anybody. Your safety in Earth Metropolis depends on this,
as well as mine and Farren’s.”

“Do you think I’m stupid? You could arrest me
yourself and you’re worried I’ll blab about orgacomps?”

Jack served them both a tall glass of apple
sissli. He handed her a bag of mush-mush—the lemony ones she
preferred.

“Truce?”

Struggling to be polite, she thanked him.
They munched and sipped, avoiding each other’s eyes.

“How well do you know Farren Megan?” she
asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re in this together.”

“Of course we are.”

“What happens down the line?”

“What’s your question?”

She raised her chin. “If we don’t get along,
or if I don’t get along with your brawan. What then?”

“You’ll go your own way, but I don’t see why
you wouldn’t get along with him.”

“Don’t you find it curious that he didn’t
tell you anything about me? I told him I was a path-maker. He knew
I was merging with an orgacomp. How can I be sure he won’t arrest
me as an orgacomp mentor?”

In two steps, he leaned over her, his hands
on the armrests. “How can you indeed?” His soft voice rang with
disbelief.

She blurted the first words that came to her
mind to get him to stop crowding her. “You’re disappointing.”

“And you’re crazy.” He straightened. “You owe
a lot to Farren. He was interested in Eridan long before the
kwirimok contacted him. He convinced me that we should help you. He
found you a job at SpaceSS. I just warned you about merges. Neither
of us is involved in orgacomp matters. As to your ‘meeting’ with
Farren through his computer, he probably didn’t believe you.”

Grabbing his jacket, he jerked the cabin door
open.

“Where are you going?”

“Out. If I stay I’ll say things that I’ll
regret later.”

“You’re going to denounce me?”

Humor wasn’t her forte.

He glared at her. “You find me disappointing?
I feel the same about you. You must have your reasons to be
paranoid and suspicious. My advice? Learn quickly about trust.
Otherwise this won’t work. You’re not the only one going through a
hard time right now. Frankly, I’d rather be at home solving my own
problems than stuck in this ship with you!”

Even though she expected it, she started when
the door slammed behind him.
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“Damn you too! I didn’t ask you for
anything!”

She paced the cabin. She glanced at herself
in a mirror: her haunted eyes frightened her. Her vicious temper
resembled a foreign entity. She braced her arms against the upper
bunk bed. Could it be a side-effect of the mindblinder blast? Had
the Eridani weapon squashed and swapped her inner self; had it
modified the way she behaved with others?

In the bathroom, she threw cold water over
her face to lessen the fire burning her cheeks, to erase the shame
prickling her skin.

Water dripped down her neck as she sat in
front of the wall-embedded computer screen to play a game of
Suffafa 78. Nothing better to recover her wits. She sent Kaltal’s
lithe queen of spades into the sparkling forest. The crazy-sounding
jingle-laughter ended this first game. She tested every path to
determine which one best reflected this circumvallated game. Once
she found it, she registered at pro level and bet a thousand
fedgads from her Nexus bank account.

During Jack’s three-hour absence, she earned
25,000 fedgads—enough to buy a good second-hand Tatimori.

Jack handed her a tray when he entered the
cabin. “You’re in luck. They served your cluexxan roast
again today. We’re approaching PortGeng in Nuong. We’ll arrive
tomorrow.”

“How do you know it’s one of my favorite
dishes?”

He shrugged, glancing at the screen. “You’ve
been playing Suffafa 78?”

She removed the lid of the plate and
nodded.

“You play for money?”

“Yep.”

“And you win?”

“It’s a computer-generated game.” She picked
up her fork. “Once you get how it works, money flows fast. I played
it a lot two years ago. It took me a while to remember its tricks
and intricacies, and to figure out some updates. Like trying to
remember a poem you learned when you were a kid, some lines spark,
others are warped.” She chewed a mouthful. “This is yummy! Thanks.
I won the jackpot four times in a row! Now, I’ll stop. Cyclopus
must be on edge: they hate winners. You can bet they’ll remove the
game from the circuit today.”

He sat beside her. “Suffafa 78 isn’t easy.
How do you win?”

“You won’t like my answer.”

“Try me.”

She enjoyed his resigned tone. “It’s thanks
to the merges. I know how computers think. Well, you get what I
mean. When I play, I don’t look at the forest. I follow program
lines.”

“Brilliant!” He sounded impressed. “A word of
advice, though. If you play in Earth Metropolis, be careful.
Excellent hackers watch out for SpaceSS.”

How could she clean the smooth wasabi sauce
off her plate?

“You were right,” she said. “Your brawan
didn’t believe me when I said I was a path-maker. I told him my
name was Theo, but …”

He hung up his jacket and rolled up his
sleeves. She liked his style, the way he carried himself, lean and
compact, with clothes that matched his eye color. His brawan was a
lucky man.

“I didn’t want to insult either of you. It’s
only that …” she licked some sauce off her index finger, “… I’m
worried. For me, going to Earth Metropolis is like diving into a
trap. Will I be able to leave if I want to?”

He poured apple sissli into her glass and
opened a Venuver. “Once we’ve removed the smallest detail about
you, yes. To do this we’ll need accurate data. The kwirimok
mentioned problems with Tarbel Mogud in Gambling Nova, and that you
found refuge in Eridan.”

She tidied the tray.

What could she reveal about Redland? She
scoured its sprawling immensity, sought the sound of swazzi winds
as they swept sand from the desert and swatted it against boulders.
She recalled clinging to her mother’s hand as they climbed a
pebble-packed path up to a plateau in the company of Nujise and
Kilu; orange and red hues tinted her oldest memories with
warmth.

“Mogud is a tyrant.” She folded her napkin.
“My father worked for him. To pay his debts, he handed me over to
him.” She rearranged the cutlery on the tray. “My mother helped me
get away. Before I left, I created a nasty bug and sent it into the
prison’s computer system.”

“Why go to Eridan?”

“My parents knew Washone. I arrived in Eridan
about a year after I left my home.” She closed her memories, but
not fast enough. She touched her wrist for the absent
lavender-scented bracelet. “There was this bounty hunter … He
tracked me and that’s when I disguised myself.”

“Mogud probably didn’t inform federal
authorities about you. He must have asked mercenaries. Do you think
one of them chased you to Eridan?”

“Don’t worry about the one who did.”

“You killed him?”

“No! Don’t worry, that’s all.”

“I need more.”

He crammed her, as did this exiguous cabin.
She stood up and stretched. Then she sat down, crossed her legs,
swung her left foot back and forth for a few minutes, and got to
her feet again.

“Well?”

“He grabbed me when we orbited Eridan. Ashta
rescued me. He worked alone.”

“Ashta dispatched him?”

“In a way.”

“Theo … is this man still a threat? Could he
blab about you?”

Nine long steps separated the door from the
porthole wall.

“I need this information to protect you. What
did Ashta do?”

If only she could jog around the ship.

“She mindblinded him.”

“You’re right, we need not worry about him.
Do you know how these weapons work?” he asked. “I understand it’s a
kind of mental taser.”

Ashta had slipped one into her backpack as a
keepsake.

“It’s deadly. I received a mindblinder
blast.”

He tugged her arm as she walked by him and
forced her to look at him.

“How did that happen?”

She hated talking about herself.

“I was kidnapped by one of Keith of Rain
Forest’s men, but I’ve no idea why he mindblinded me. The blast
thrust me into a parallel mental landscape. I was literally out of
my mind, beyond the rational limits of conscience. As if I was
myself, but elsewhere. An out-of-time experience.” She tugged at
her arm and he let her go. “I woke up about two weeks before you
arrived.”

“They said you’d been in a coma.”

“You can call it that.”

“I understand why the kwirimok wanted you to
leave Eridan, and he chose the right people to help you, Theodan.”
He handed her a newly filled glass of apple sissli. “Why don’t you
sit down over here?”

“Theodan?” She plopped into the armchair
beside him. “That’s what you called me the other day with the
guards. What is it?”

“It’s the name we came up with for you.” He
took a memory chip and a silver card from his pocket and gave them
to her. “Here’s your SpaceSS ID. It can’t be falsified. Your
past—that is, the past that we’ve fabricated for you—is locked
inside the chip archives. Nobody can consult your file, not even
the Spylady, unless there’s proof that you committed a crime or
betrayed SpaceSS.”

“Does it mean no bounty hunter can arrest me
inside Earth Metropolis?”

“Indeed. They can’t enter. Outside, Farren
and I will work on it. SpaceSS agents are often targeted by hired
gunmen because of our work. Our political system is organized to
protect us, with lawyers who intervene everywhere.”

“I’m impressed.”

He smiled, and his friendliness warmed her.
“If you have the slightest problem, and neither Farren nor I are
around, remember this name: Jered Bakamo. He’s one of our closest
friends, and you won’t find a more competent lawyer.”

She stroked the shiny silver badge.

He drank Venuver. “All kinds of people live
in Earth Metropolis, or E-Met for short. It’s ruled by SpaceSS. Its
headquarters and offices are in Rezghan’s City. Between Rezghan’s
City and SpaceSS lands, you have the Barrios, where everybody else
lives. Bounty hunters occasionally access the Barrios, but never
enter SpaceSS.”

“But that means I can never leave
SpaceSS!”

He handed her a bag of nuts and smoozes for
her to open: the first time he had tried them, the smoozes had
ended up scattered all over the carpet. “We’ll arrange for clues to
be planted in another system. Once it’s done, you’ll be free to
travel wherever you want.”

Securing the bag between her knees, she
carefully tore it open and gave it back to Jack. “Your power is
that big?”

“I want your life to be as easy as
possible.”

“We just met. Why are you doing all this? How
can you be sure I haven’t lied to you?”

He laughed and the nut he had just popped
into his mouth went down the wrong way. He coughed and wheezed.

“Will you stop being so damn
distrustful?”

She set the badge on the armrest. “You’re
asking a lot.”

“You’re right. I’m asking you to trust me.
You did it with the Eridanis. Why not with me?”

“You’re a SpaceSS agent! Do I have your word
that you won’t send me back to Gambling Nova, no matter what?”

“You do.” He placed his hand over his
heart.

“In the databases, my name is Althea
MacDougal.”

“Mogud will never get hold of you again.”

“He works for the Federacy …”

“So what? SpaceSS doesn’t.”

“You can really get rid of everything linking
me to Gambling Nova?”

“Yes.”

The shock of relief brought tears to her
eyes. “Sorry …”

Unable to cope with such a display of
vulnerability, she rushed towards the bathroom for safety.
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Friendship

30 August 3076, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Omniliner—Space

Theo reminded Jack
disturbingly of himself. She reacted to strong emotions the way he
did: with repulsion. As if allowing another to witness relief,
gratefulness, happiness or sadness amounted to self-betrayal.
Lonetom at first, but mostly Farren, had taught him that shedding
his shell strengthened bonds. Harsh lessons to learn.

She had been deeply hurt and was still
struggling with the consequences. Would she trust him enough one
day to confide in him?

She emerged from the bathroom in hedgehog
battle mode, all but daring him to comment. She dragged the
armchair opposite the bunk. She held up the badge.

“Where did you find this picture of me?”

“The kwirimok sent it.”

“He probably got it from my parents. It was
taken a few years ago.”

“How old were you?”

“Nineteen. Tell me about me. Everything you
and your brawan invented. I don’t want to blunder.”

“You are junior agent Theodan M. Alvez.
Farren found the name. We wanted something close to Theo Maddiogga.
Theodan’s nickname can easily become Theo. Theodan Alvez belongs to
the famous Shadaran Alvez’s sprawling family.”

“Who is she?”

“Was. She’s dead. Shadaran Alvez founded
SpaceSS. She headed a small yet already powerful organization, the
Space Secret Services, and she was searching for a place to settle.
Her family is extremely wealthy. Business sharks. She befriended a
man called Rezghan Thorn. Thorn specialized in re-greening
chemically devastated planets. His experimental field and ultimate
jewel was Earth Metropolis—a small biotech-wasted planet. Shadaran
funded his research and inherited E-Met on Thorn’s death. By then,
the planet was almost entirely livable, and SpaceSS thrived. With
E-Met as its base, her organization became a power to be reckoned
with: untouchable and independent.”

She handed him a bag of mush-mush. “I like
her. Tell me more.”

“You look so much like her that you could be
her daughter. The same oval face. And the way you raise your chin
and stare people down is similar. The only difference lies in your
eyes. Hers were green. Our friend Lonetom works in the library.
He’ll show you pictures of her.”

“How did she die?”

“She was murdered. Her death was never
solved.”

“When did it happen?”

“About twenty-three years ago.”

“What a coincidence! She died the same year I
was born.” She popped two balls of mush-mush into her mouth at
once. “And now, who heads SpaceSS? You mentioned a … Spylady?”

“Yes. Her name is Donatella Simpson. She’s
led SpaceSS for over fifteen years.”

“You despise her.”

Was he this transparent?

“She’s the boss.”

No need to add anything else. She would find
out soon enough.

“What else about Theodan Alvez?”

“You originate from another system, and you
have climbed the hierarchy ladder within SpaceSS from the bottom.
In short, you refused to be promoted by using your illustrious
family member’s name. You are currently writing a paper about
Shadaran Alvez and politics, and that’s why you applied for a job
in Earth Metropolis.”

Excitement lit her lively face. “Maybe I’m
trying to solve the mystery of this extraordinary woman’s brutal
slaying.”

“Maybe … Since you were a little girl, you
have always wanted to see this mythical planet where your
long-removed aunt lived, because you are …” he teased, “… romantic
at heart.”

She wrinkled her nose.

“You landed an internship in the Department
of Foreign Diplomacy, headed by Bill Morning. You’ll work under Sue
Miller’s supervision. Sue is Senior Agents Megan and Finch’s
assistant.”

She sat forward, her knees rubbing against
his. “I’ll work with you?”

“We figured it would be the best way for you
not to be lost. But you’re free to change jobs.”

“Is Alvez a common surname in Earth
Metropolis?”

“Very. So you won’t be automatically linked
to Shadaran Alvez. Farren found a course you majored in at the
online Multsyst-472 Academy, the open nomad university.”

“He’s talented.”

“He is.”

And he would soon tell Farren that and that
he loved the whole of him. He would say it, and mean it, and comply
with Farren’s other desires. Even if it was for the bitch.

She crossed her legs. “What does E-Met look
like?”

“I’ll show you.” He downloaded a series of
pictures. She perched on the desk beside him.

“This is the place through which we access
SpaceSS. Here’s an outside view. It has the shape of a univalve
semi-transparent seashell. The vortex is created by various levels.
At each spiral turn, there is a spaceport. This one over here is
Spaceport 21, exclusively used by SpaceSS agents. Battersea is down
here. It opens on the Barrios, at ground level. Port-Shadar is at
the apex. It’s the largest spaceport and Earth Metropolis’s main
source of income.”

“It’s huge …”

“A real beehive. A thriving suspended trade
center, with thousands of stores and five stock markets. Many
companies have their head offices in Port-Shadar because we
implemented a tax-free system.”

“Can you access Earth Metropolis from
Port-Shadar?”

“No. There’s no connection with the dome
below.”

“A dome?”

“Yes. We continue to live beneath a dome,
because the re-greening is still underway. Look … The dome goes
from the shell apex to the ground. Now, let’s see if I can show you
a sliding transparent wall.” He clicked on the screen. “Here. Each
secondary spaceport’s entrance is protected by sliding transparent
walls that overlap to create a canvas. These walls filter the
atmosphere’s poisonous residues. If you’re interested, question
Lonetom. He’s studied E-Met’s history.”

“Is this a forest?”

He chuckled as he enlarged a picture. “No.
It’s SpaceSS trees and roof gardens. We all own houses. You’ll find
one easily. Here’s Rezghan’s City. SpaceSS headquarters are inside.
You’ll work in this big square building. It’s called the Blue Exan.
We live outside, in this area, between Rezghan’s City and the
ramparts.”

She clasped his hand. “I don’t know how I can
thank you and Farren for everything … This badge … I …”

She blinked several times and he patted her
hand.

“I’m relieved you won’t bite me anymore!”

He winked. Her face softened and her lips
curved into a genuine smile.

“All right … You tamed me, but no need to
look so smug.”

“Why not? Admit that you wouldn’t have bet on
me a week ago.”

She bent forward. “Don’t make fun of me.”

“I’m not!”

“I’m a Savalwoman. Remember it.”

She put on her mean mask with scowl and
pinched lips.

He raised both palms, trying hard to keep his
mirth to himself.
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