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  "There are my favorite two girls!"




  Kate O'Hanson groaned out loud at the sound of the voice calling out over the sea breeze of Oburos. She couldn't help it. Out on the spaceport tarmac, the sound of the shuttle engines warming up behind her, the last few passengers hurrying by her to board, and he showed up? A nice calm escape from the city was about to go up in flames. She just knew it.




  Kate's grip on the basket tightened. She refused to look in the direction, choosing to keep her attention and lowering her voice to answer her mother's previous question. "No, I don't want to stay and have dinner with him. I prefer Grandma's company."




  Her mother's typical serene expression cracked around the edges with a tenseness around the eyes and mouth. A light blush appeared in the cheeks. "He's your uncle, and he's only being friendly."




  The same old argument. Again. Couldn't she see what Uncle Travis was doing? How much alike it was to her father, but only with a fake smile tacked on his face? "Six months since we arrived and it's all about control. Have you forgotten about all what daddy dearest did to us?"




  This time her mother's face went pale. Kate instantly felt horrible. Did she really need to say that part? Actually, maybe she did. Remind her that Father and Uncle were of the exact same family. Not real stellar examples of humankind in any fashion.




  "Why the serious faces? Having second thoughts, Kate?" Uncle Travis asked as he came to a stop next to her mother. His near-white hair moved in the breeze as he came to a stop next to her mother. He smiled down at the both of them, his teeth practically glinting in the sunlight. A smile that looked far too proprietorial to Kate.




  She hated it.




  Her mother turned towards him with a smile that made Kate sick to her stomach. "Hello Travis. What brings you out of the office?"




  Kate put on a fake smile of her own. "Afraid of a bunch of stupid trees? Granny has lived out there for years just fine."




  "They aren't just trees. They're unlike any you have ever been around. And there's more danger out there than the trees," her mother said.




  A movement to the right caught Kate's attention. A small creature with a patch of red on its back left the main entrance of Oburos City accompanied by two human Rangers. She recognized it as the native creature everyone called the Watcher.




  Kate mentally mocked the name. A Watcher over the humans, to be sure.




  And here she'd thought when her father died and Mom brought them to the one world where they possessed a citizenship they would finally gain a little control over their own lives. But, not with Uncle Travis causing trouble that only she seemed to see. Not with finding out that the human city on Oburos wasn't technically a fully recognized human colony because of the preexisting native intelligence.




  Kate itched to board the shuttle. It was one of the newer ones, just shipped to the planet and would still have the padding in the seats intact. She'd been looking forward to flying in it, but now she only wanted to escape.




  To get away from all the trouble and turmoil. To drink tea with Grandma. The Watcher surely left more arbitrary rules for the humans to live by and she wasn't in the mood to hear about them. She would hear all about them in school soon enough.




  "Sometimes I worry about you."




  Kate's attention snapped back to her mother from the dark brown creature heading for the huge trees that towered in a wall of green around the small area the humans were permitted to live and farm in. "Excuse me?"




  Her mother nibbled on her lower lip. "No fear. A lack of fear can be as much of a danger as too much fear."




  "I guess we're just a family that has both extremes covered, then, don't we?" Kate said.




  Her mother went pale, exhaling sharply, turning her head towards the ocean where curls of blue-green water still pounded at the shore after the storm that passed the day before. Kate bit at the tip of her tongue. Couldn't she have put that a little differently? Kate's tightening hand felt the pinch of the curled strands of wood of the basket.




  "Ready for launch," the light-blue clad Ranger at the shuttle ramp announced. Another group of people in sturdy clothing headed for the shuttle, stowing their bags and boxes in the hatches underneath the main passenger compartment.




  "Enough of the mouth," Uncle Travis said, with enough of the tone she remembered from her father to make her scowl. "Do you have everything for your grandmother?"




  The handle of the basket bit into her clenched hand to the point she thought it might bleed. Her jaw clenched as well, and she had to work hard to get the muscles relaxed enough to talk, "Oh yes. I have everything. Mom, before I forget -"




  "Don't forget not to leave the perimeter of your grandmother's cottage. You aren't prepared to go out in the forest yet." Uncle Travis snaked an arm around her mother's shoulders, smiling and waving to someone in the shuttle. Someone else shouted a greeting back.




  Good grief, why did people act like the man was so great? So what if he managed the biggest employer in the city other than the government itself? Couldn't they see past the surface veneer?




  Kate narrowed her eyes at how her mother leaned into the embrace. "I am fully aware of the so-called dangers of the forest."




  "Do you have the supplies she asked for?" Uncle Travis asked.




  "All the backup disks are here," Kate said waving the hard-sided covered basket that held the smaller and more delicate items. "I'm not an idiot."




  Her mother cleared her voice. Kate glared at the serene look on her face.




  "Inform her the auto backups still aren't appearing in the corporation computers. We don't want her to lose all that valuable research." Uncle Travis pulled a small bottle out of his pocket and handed it to her. Kate instinctively reached out for it, but recoiled when her skin accidentally touched his. "Those are for Ms. Blackstone, a last minute addition. The Doctor has ordered her to start on the regiment immediately."




  Her mother blinked, turning her head towards him, "Is Mother not feeling well?"




  "Let's be honest. She shouldn't be out there all by herself with no one to look after her at her age," Uncle Travis said, the calm smile still in place. A smile Kate never once had seen reach the eyes. "We should talk about bringing her into the city to the elder care facilities soon."




  To do so would destroy Grandma's spirit. While her mother was as gray as a common rock, her grandmother blazed with the color and fire of a sunset. Always changing, always dynamic.




  "Grandma is fine where she is," Kate said, taking a step backwards. Other words bubbled up, wanting to be said. If she didn't get away soon, they would come out no matter what she did, and she'd hurt her mother enough in the last few moments.




  "Enough out of you. You are upsetting your mother. Go, take the supplies to your grandmother and we'll talk about this when you get back." Uncle Travis took her arm and swung her around, marching her towards the waiting shuttle. "No respect, a smart mouth, and purple hair? I think you've been without a father for far too long."




  "My family is doing just fine by ourselves," Kate said.




  "Not as I see it."




  Of course he wouldn't. If he wasn't running and controlling it, then it couldn't be doing well. She knew how it worked. She'd seen it before, grown up with it. A part of her life she guiltily was pleased to have gone, only to have Uncle Travis determined to put them under his ruling thumb once they arrived at Oburos.




  Kate found herself past the engine pods glowing orange and up the ramp and inside of the shuttle before she knew it. A computer voice from the pilot-less cockpit announced, "All passengers have arrived. Prepare for takeoff. All passengers, please secure yourself in your seats."




  "Please step back," the Ranger said, stepping away from the ramp and looking up and down the craft. "The shuttle is cleared for launch."




  Kate stepped back, and the ramp of the shuttle started retracting as Uncle Travis turned and walked to where her mother waited.




  On the shuttle with him having the last word? How dare he think he would get away saying something like that. The words bubbled up again, pushing past her tenuous control. "Without a tormenter, you mean!"




  Uncle Travis swiveled on his heel. His icy-blue eyes promised dire retribution upon her return. The facade on her mother's face slipped, showing absolute shock and worry.




  Good, maybe her mother would remember the family that had brought them back to this back-world planet in the first place. Let her stew on all those wonderful memories. Heavens knew, Kate did and no way would she go back to it.




  The door sealed with a hiss. Kate glared out the portal of the door. Uncle Travis dismissed her with a flick of a hand, turning to walk back to her mother.




  Maybe leaving Mother alone with the snake all day wasn't such a good idea.




  "All passengers, please be seated and secure your restraint harnesses," the computer said.




  Even the shuttle auto-pilot was nagging her.




  With a muffled oath, Kate turned around. She pushed down the narrow aisle and found the one remaining seat. She ignored the curious and interested glances along the way. Let the passengers think what they wanted. She didn't care. She had more important things to think about and plan.




  She settled in the padded seat and stuffed the medication under the cover of the basket next to the bread and crackers Grandma loved. The basket went under the seat in front of her. The safety harness snaked over her shoulders and snapped with the ones that moved over her waist. A safety hologram played at the front of the cabin but she ignored it, even though it was a new version she hadn't seen before.




  She turned to the window portal, wanting to see what the weasel might be up to but they were already high enough that she couldn't see the landing field below them. But, she did get a perfect view of the human city.




  The towering buildings sat right next to each other, each one having a slightly different color and height, all of them filled with windows. They seemed to grow from a common root in the ground.




  In a way they did. The human colony ship had crashed on the exact spot over forty-five years before. The same ship her Grandma had been aboard.




  The city wasn't too bad, if one didn't mind living in the affordable apartments without windows. The numerous internal rooms worked well for people like her mother. For those that didn't want to see the forests.




  The fields came into view. Clean green, yellow, and red stripes crisscrossed the land right up to the edge of the forest. She could see a few farmers and Rangers. The cultivated areas abruptly changed into the wild tangle of the Oburos forest.




  Yes, a lot of unknowns, but dangerous? She'd been to Grandma's house lots of times, with no problems. The most she'd seen were some of the native birds and the ever-present bunts, neither of which struck her as dangerous. Both ran away the moment anyone tried to approach them.




  Okay, she did have to admit the forest had a certain foreboding to it. For one, the trees were some of the biggest on any world yet known, some towering stories high. Trees of unusual shapes, colors, and producing materials suitable for everything from simple textiles to the parts for the Diamede Slipspace Drive most spacecraft used. The animals added an entirely different complication, as some of them could communicate, like the Watcher.




  The Watcher. Kate scowled at the thought. A small bundle of fur that claimed to serve a group called 'The Ancients.' A group no human had ever seen or spoken to.




  She knew they, or something, were real. The satellites protecting the approach to the world belonged to someone, and it definitely wasn't the humans. Thanks to them the approach and departure paths were restricted, as well as the number of ships allowed to approach and leave the planet.




  The restrictions overflowed to the design, size, and range of the small shuttles servicing the scattered Gatherer camps. Rules passed on to them by the Watcher.




  Limits, instructions, orders, told how to act, talk, and look. Kate brushed purple bangs off her forehead. Purple with a dash of red down the middle of the bands. Uncle thought he would have the power to change her? Briefly she contemplated neon yellow and green, but dismissed it. The colors made her skin appear washed out.




  Her mind ran over the argument before boarding the shuttle. She would have a few choice things to say back to Uncle's face when she returned. Silently she rehearsed her words, changing and rearranging to get the most bite in them. No way would he win this little word battle.




  The shuttle shifted. She looked outside and then at the time on her mobile. She slouched back into her chair. She'd been stewing so much about her stupid Uncle that she'd completely lost track of time. Of course it was time for the shuttle to make its first stop.




  Only then did she realize the amount of conversation around her. Everyone seemed happy and cheerful.




  She resented it.




  The shuttle came to hover over a small break in the forest canopy, slowly dropping straight down. Leaves and clinging bushy fronds brushed against the sides of the shuttle. The moment the landing gear touched the ground people rose and grabbed their belongings.




  "We have arrived at Gatherer station Alpha," the computer pilot announced.




  The ramp lowered. Kate hugged the window to get out of the way of elbows and bags as more than half the seats emptied. Robot arms worked to unload some of the luggage and supplies out of the underside cargo hatches. Gatherers already outside began taking the boxes, crates, and bags to the houses built into the gnarled roots of the larger trees.




  Beyond the nearest tree-houses stood one of the refineries with a group of Gatherers on one end feeding in cut trees. Carefully attached on the other side were bottles and canisters holding the refined substances.




  Kate didn't know how the Gatherers did it, but she was glad someone could live out here without even the smallest of civilizations luxuries. It meant she and her mom could live modestly on the profits the exports provided.




  Profits she knew consumed Uncle. Grandma and her mother might own all the shares, but Uncle ran the day to day operations of their export business.




  Great, back into a furious mood again.




  With only a fraction of the people on board as before, the shuttle took off. Soon, they were gliding a few hundred feet above the forest canopy.




  Kate shifted in her chair, shrugging off the harness. Time for her to obey another stupid adult rule. But one she put up with. For Grandma.




  She lifted the red cloth from off the top of the basket and shook it out. The deep red cloth unfolded without a fold or crease. She flipped it around so it settled around her shoulders and tied the wide flat strings at the neck to hold it in place.




  No, not cloth. She'd watched Grandma make the thread out of red bark and woody filaments in the lab, the robots patiently weaving it into the cape. At the time she'd thought it was an experiment in new cloth-making. She'd never expected to be gifted the thing.




  She rubbed the fabric through her fingers. At least it didn't feel like bark. She wouldn't have worn it then, a gift from Grandma or not.




  Why did Grandma insist she wear it anytime she journeyed away from the human city? She couldn't find any point in it. The Gatherers never wore anything like it, preferring the muted tones of the forest floor. And it clashed with her purple and red hair.




  The shuttle angled towards the forest floor again. It stopped midair and began a vertical descent. The limbs of the closest trees brushed against her window.




  "We have arrived at the Blackstone Station," the computer pilot announced.




  The conversation didn't pause for a moment as she worked her way down the aisle towards the door with her basket. Outside the door to the right of the ramp a door opened in the belly of the shuttle. Robot arms lifted several boxes out of the cargo hold and set them away from the body of the shuttle.




  Kate looked around the small clearing surrounded by big fat gnarled trunks. A moist earthy scent hung in the air. Furry bunts of brown and white poked their heads over some roots, their large ears swirling around to study her. One of them squealed and all the curious heads disappeared. A few long tails could be seen on the other side of the roots as they scurried for their holes among the tree roots.




  And nowhere did she see Grandma.




  "Shuttle is launching. Please clear the area," the computer pilot said.




  Kate grabbed one of the boxes and dragged it after her towards the relative safety of the trees. The engines of the shuttle kicked in, causing air to billow the edges of her cape. One of the boxes still in the clearing tipped over, but the cover held.




  With the shuttle safely gone Kate peered down the path leading to the cottage. Still no sign of Grandma. Setting the basket on top of the pile, she heaved a box up and started down the short path leading to Grandmother's house.




  She knew what she would find. Grandma would be hunched over an experiment somewhere, completely oblivious to the world despite the trip having been planned for weeks. Despite the noise of the landing shuttle.




  And today she really would have appreciated having someone wait for her to arrive. To feel important enough. For someone to be glad to see her.




  She shook herself. Grandma didn't mean it. Grandma was just… Grandma.




  The path turned a corner around a large bushy tree. Beyond sat Grandma's house. Not a cottage, not a house like what would be considered a house on other planets.




  The front door and windows nestled in the intertwined roots. The tree itself towered up into the forest canopy, disappearing into the tangle of branches and leaves from the trees around it. Even the porch consisted of the gentle curve of a root, sheltering the front door.




  It looked like the home of a giant woodpecker.






  
CHAPTER TWO
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  She set the box down on the porch and banged on the door, "Come on, Grandma! I'm here!"




  No one answered. Kate banged on the door again.




  After still no answer she fished the key out from under a flowerpot sitting on one of the window ledges. She opened the door herself. Why did Grandma lock the door in the first place with no people around? For a woman considered a genius in botany, some of the things she did just didn't make sense.




  The smell of seasoned spicy wood assailed her nose, as well as the aroma of something cooking in the kitchen. Only the light from two round windows illuminated the large interior room holding a formal sitting area and a dining area. The dining table held some of Grandma's experiments on top, including a small plant under a glass dome.




  "Grandma? Where are you?" Kate called out.




  The white round form of a housebot rolled out of the kitchen on four wheeled legs. It held a towel in one of its two arms, turning a blank expression towards her. "Good morning, Ms. Kate. Ms. Olivia is not currently in the house."




  Kate set the basket on the table. "Fine, I'll bring the boxes in myself. Nice of you to open the door."




  The housebot paid her no attention, turning around and heading back into the kitchen. Kate started lugging the boxes to the house.




  Most of the supplies looked like they were for experiments, so she lugged them through the hall in the back. The tree itself formed the hallway to the unevenly shaped rooms beyond.




  She turned into one of the larger rooms filled with steel-topped tables and enclosed glass and steel boxes of varied sizes. A computer on a desk under a window oversaw it all. She created a small pile of boxes near the door for Grandma to put away later.




  As she stepped outside to pick up the last box a bunt ran under her feet into the living room. The white and brown ringed tail disappeared under the coffee table. It turned and twitched its nose, whiskers, and the tip of its tail at her. A second followed before she could close the door.




  One second they were running as if a person meant to eat them, and the next they were underfoot.




  Kate kicked closed the front door and used the boxes to barricade the hallway. Then came the trial of herding the wayward bunts out the door without letting more in.




  The bunts raced from under one piece of furniture to the next. One slipped under a chair. Not a one squealed, only twitching their noses at her, watching her with their huge round eyes. She could almost see them laughing at her. She blew the bangs off her sweaty forehead and ran a finger around the nape of her cape.




  She felt way too hot to stay inside. She would have to get Grandma's help to deal with the little invaders. She cracked open the door hoping the rascals would find their way out, although with her luck today an entire warren would soon be inside.




  She stepped outside, turning her face into the light breeze filtering through the forest. She followed a narrow rock path through a garden to the left of the front door. A garden that looked a lot healthier than the fields near the city. Grandma needed to talk to the city farmers on how to improve their veggies.




  She purposely took a deep breath, reminding herself that today was her day to relax. To spend time with Grandma. To enjoy a bit a life. She would find a suitable way to deal with Uncle later.




  The wider spacing of the trees continued, along with the tell-tale signs of Grandma's handiwork. Tree trunks surrounded by bands of sensors. Hanging pots and containers to collect sap and other slowly dripping fluids. Cameras on poles watched several trees at once.




  Grandma's orchard. And a flash of red told her that Grandma was right in the heart of it.




  Wearing a red cape almost exactly like hers, Grandma sat on a crate next to a small tree running a line of sensors around the root systems. The red fabric highlighted her all-white hair as well as the smooth skin. Lithe fingers with smooth knuckles wove and threaded the sensors.




  Grandma being herself, studying the trees of the forest.




  The little tree was a new one she didn't recall seeing before. Surely she would have. Compared to the trees around them the little tree looked pathetic. The boughs drooped. The burgundy leaves across the top had shriveled.




  Even the bark didn't look right. It should have long smooth stretches of bark running vertically. Instead, bark flaked off, streaked with white and gray instead of rich chocolate brown.




  Grandma's soft lilting voice drifted with the breeze, "There you are. We'll get you over this just like your friends. You'll see."




  Kate couldn't help but roll her eyes. "Grandma, you really need to stop talking to your plants.”




  Grandma lifted her head, her eyes crinkling as she smiled widely. "Oh dear, it is that time? How wonderful! And look, you're wearing your cape."




  "Yes, just like you ask. Each and every time." Kate folded her arms over her chest. "You weren't waiting for me when the shuttle arrived."




  She pulled a black computer module out of the other crate, "I've been so busy. Sick trees, you know. They just can't be left."




  "Should I have come a different day?" Kate asked, moving closer.




  "Oh no, don’t think that. Today is fine. You'll be glad for the cape today. The temperature will cool off soon."




  She recalled clear high-summer blue skies from the shuttle ride. The air still held a lot of heat, making her wish she could dispense with the cape. "The weather is suppose to stay hot."




  "Not tonight it won't. You just watch." She held up a series of sensors on a connected line in her hand. Kate stepped forward to take it. “Help me place them along the trunk.”




  Kate wasn't sure she wanted to touch the tree, suddenly nervous even though she felt sorry for it. It looked so sick.




  Grandma patted the trunk, crooning, "Don't worry. You'll be better in no time."




  "Grandma, it's not alive.”




  "Of course it's alive, dear. It isn't a rock. Does it not emerge from a seed, grow, reproduce and die just like you and I?"




  A leaf fluttered down from the top, so crinkled and dry that it looked as if it had been baked in an oven. Kate knelt to start stringing the sensors around the bark in a spiral pattern. "Okay, it's alive. But do you have to talk to it?"




  "It makes them feel better. And knowing what is most likely wrong with it, it needs all the comfort I can give it." Grandma took an instrument and placed it at the roots, plugging the sensor leads in. "When it was brought to me I made a promise to cure it if I could, and I will. I keep my promises. I'm hoping a stronger tonic will help."




  It must have been brought by the Gatherers. Maybe a blight they've been seeing? Kate had to concede that Grandma would have the best chance of figuring out what might be wrong than anyone else on the world.




  If only she didn't carry out conversations with them. Grandma needed someone else out here other than trees to talk to.




  "What's wrong with it? It doesn't look right." She reached out to touch it, but hesitated. Could trees be contagious?




  "I don't know for certain yet, but I have my suspicions." Grandma finished winding the line of sensors around the base of the tree while Kate plugged it into the base controller. Grandma crooned at the tree, "And you'll feel better soon. You'll see."




  A bunt squealed from the edge of the orchard. The forest went silent. Kate squinted, studying the undergrowth. A dark shape moved behind one of the bushes. She felt a chill wash over her and shivered. The shadow glided under another bush.




  Then the movement was gone.




  Only a shadow of one of the swaying trees, she told herself. Nothing to be afraid of. Probably more bunts running around or maybe one of the larger beetles that sometimes appeared in the area. Either way, it was harmless.




  “Time to head in, I think, and have a spot of tea,” Grandma suddenly said. “The air is already cooler. Help me up. The knees aren't as young as they used to be.”




  Grandma reached out for her hand. Kate stiffened to take the extra weight as Grandma pulled herself up with the help of Kate's hand and arm. Tea sounded good, but it also reminded her of a little problem back at the house.




  "A few bunts got into the house when I took the supplies in," Kate said.




  Grandma chuckled, handing one of the crates to Kate while taking the second one herself. "Doesn't surprise me. They've been doing that a lot lately. I'll have the housebot do a little vacuuming later on. They hate that. Meanwhile, time to visit with my favorite granddaughter!”




  "Grandma, I'm your only granddaughter.”




  "And you would still be my favorite!" Grandma pinching her cheek. "Of course, then all of them would be my favorite. How could I choose over such a thing? I wouldn't be able to! Wouldn't be right anyway."




  Kate didn't miss Grandma's eyes going towards the bush where Kate had seen the shadowy shape. The shivers returned, lingering even after they moved down the path. Maybe Grandma had a reason to lock the front door after all.




  "By the way, does anything ever come up near the house? Other than bunts, I mean."




  "Whatever do you mean? Only trees, bunts and such around here. That Uncle of yours trying to put a little fear in you so you don't come out and visit me?"




  "Both him and Mom. I ignore him anyway. He isn't my father," Kate said. Rats, how did he get into her mind again?




  "Yes, not your father. You don't let him act like it, either!" Grandma laughed along with a grimace, "I don't expect you do let him. A barrel of fire you have. You let him have it anytime he tries, dear."




  "I have been, but now I have Mom on my case," Kate said.




  "Don't worry so much about your mother. She'll put up with the lout for only so long and then she'll come around. Oh dear, look at this root system. I need to get more water down here. Hello Green-Thrush, how are you today? Feeling better? Oh, the flowers have come back!"




  Kate held her tongue as they quickly walked back to the cottage. She didn't agree. Mom married Father, hadn't she?




  She couldn’t help eying the path behind them. No movement or odd shadows, but she knew. Something was still out there watching them, keeping the bunts quiet.




  The bunts looked up as she and Grandma came in. Kate cringed at how many more were under the furniture. "I hoped they would go outside."




  "No problem. Go put the crate in the lab. I'll have tea ready for us in a jiffy."




  Kate carried the crate down the hall, moving the boxes she'd barricaded the hall with her foot. She retuned to pick up the basket on the table, taking it into the kitchen. While setting out the bread, crackers and few off-world spices she saw the prescription bottle.




  The bottle bothered her. The front of it said something she could hardly sound out. She eyed Grandma as she readied the tea. Grandma didn't move like she felt unwell.




  Kate held out the bottle, "This is from your doctor. Apparently you are supposed to take one right away."




  Grandma picked up the tea tray, squinting at it as she passed. "I didn't ask my Doctor to send anything."




  "I guess he thought you needed it anyway," Kate said.




  "Take it back to him. I don't need anything other than what I have here. The forest has an answer for what ails me." Grandma took the tea to the table next to her chair in the living room.




  Kate let her hand drop, the bottle of pills untouched. She should have known Grandma would refuse them. Leave it to Uncle to make her drop the big surprise on Grandma. Kate didn't appreciate being put in the middle. Now she would also be in trouble for not getting Grandma to take her first dosage. Definitely a no-win situation.




  Getting even for this morning wouldn't be enough. Kate would have to come up with something much more creative and long-lasting.






  
CHAPTER THREE
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  She slipped the bottle into an inside pocket of her cape and sat down on a chair where two bunts rubbed noses underneath. She muttered under her breath, "Behave down there."




  Grandma passed Kate the cup, "This is brand new. I've found several highly beneficial elements in it. I might even pass it on to a bio-tech firm for medicinal purposes."




  Kate took a cautious sniff, "Does that mean it tastes horrible?"




  "Of course not. It tastes a little different than what you might be used to, but it's rather refreshing. Now, tell me what you've been doing with yourself."




  Kate held the cup on her lap to let it cool down a little. A war brewed in her. She suspected Uncle of wanting Grandma to come into the city where he could control her. Perhaps even force her to retire.




  At the same time she wanted Grandma to come, to have someone completely on her side. Uncle Travis would find the two of them a united front against him, a force he couldn't easily push aside or manipulate. And maybe they could talk a little sense in Mom.




  Time to just ask. "Grandma, are you sure you wouldn't like to come for a visit, just for a short time? You know, interact with other people?"




  Grandma finished taking a sip of her tea and then set it down beside her. Her steady gaze pinned Kate to the chair. "What is this about, dear?"




  Kate shrugged, "I just thought it would be nice. I could show you the new fields and the fishermen have a new boat. And you could join us for dinner. That would be really nice. I could actually have a conversation with someone for a change!"




  "You know a certain someone and I don't get along. And I hear he's been asked to dinner a lot lately."




  Kate grinned, "Exactly! Two against two."




  Grandma sighed and picked up her tea cup to take another sip, "I get plenty of interaction through the communication link-up. You would be surprised at how much I know is going on in the city. And then there are the Gatherers traveling through the area once in a while. Plus, I have your visits to look forward to."




  So much for moral support. So, like usual, she would take care of things herself.




  She would let Mom return the pills to Uncle Travis or to the Doctor. A few extra study periods at school to stay out of the way until she plotted out and executed her revenge, and all would be good. Uncle Travis wouldn't see her vengeance coming.




  The thought filled her with perverse pleasure. Oh, she was going to enjoy taking him down. She just had to come up with the right way to do it. Maybe something to do with the Oburos Directory? A short time ago they'd been rather angry at him. Maybe she could find out what that was all about and use it.




  "Besides, I can't leave my experiments. I have sick trees to tend to. Dear, drink up before your tea goes cold." Grandma turned to add a little more hot tea to her cup. "I'll have to show you what I'm up to in the lab. I think I'm on the brink of a breakthrough."




  Kate lifted the tea and blew on it. It smelled okay, with an underlaying aroma of spice and mint. Grandma liked things to taste good. The off-world spices were the few food items she brought in from outside the forest. She tipped the cup and took a deep swallow.




  Bitterness flooded her mouth. Kate's eyes went wide.




  Where was the spice and mint? Kate forced herself to swallow, just to get rid of it. She glared down at the cup. Grandma thought this tasted good?




  "Drink up, it's good for you. Now, tell me about school. How have your classes been going?" Grandma asked.




  "Uh, going okay. No big problems. Nothing like at home," Kate said, considering the dark liquid. She wanted to throw it out. She doubted even the bunts would like something like this, and they ate almost anything plant-based.




  Kate took a deep breath, held it and gulped it down. The vile taste ran over her tongue, making her want to gag.




  Nope, doing it that way didn't help. Now she had it all over in her mouth. Kate set the cup on the table on the other side of her chair where Grandma wouldn't be able to refill it.




  Kate rattled on about school. Not that she had much to say as school usually bored her. Two more years of it and she would be done and could go do something she wanted.




  Kate realized she'd stopped talking. Her head felt funny. She peered at Grandma, "What was I saying?"




  "Book reports? School?" Grandma sipped at the tea, settled comfortably in her chair. "By the way, have you ever read "Flight of the Monarch Butterfly"?"




  A wave of dizziness flooded her. The image of two bunts rubbing noses under the dining room table spun and waved in her vision. Kate squeezed shut her eyes as the sensation grew worse.




  She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. The bunts had moved to sit under the couch. The vile taste of tea lingered on her tongue. She should get some water to get rid of it, but she wasn't sure she trusted her feet yet.




  "Done with that cup, dear? My, you were thirsty. We've nearly finished the second pot," Grandma said. "Oh yes, I remember what I was saying. School on the colony ship. Yes, that was interesting. Still had a great education, but I definitely missed working with students and teachers long distance. But the communications system was completely destroyed in a hyperspace radiation burst. That's why I'm so careful to keep in touch with people, even though I live somewhat isolated."




  Kate looked down at her lap to realize she had the dreaded teacup back in her hand. When did that happened?




  "Grandma, I really don't like the taste of the new tea," Kate finally said.




  Grandma looked down at her cup, "Hmm, maybe more of an acquired taste? I can see about flavorings. Or maybe you would enjoy one of the teas with the new edible berry we found. You like the sweeter tastes."




  "I vote sweet," Kate said, carefully setting the tea cup back on the table.




  "I do have a sweeter mix you can take home with you. Let's see, when should you come back? In three weeks or so?"




  "I have no problem with that. I doubt Mom would, either. Although, Uncle Travis will certainly say something," Kate said.




  "Oh yes, that little problem," Grandma scowled. "Mary wasn't always so needy. She was a real spitfire at one time, much like you. But she changed in her teens. Needed to be with someone. Just needed."




  "Strong?" Kate echoed. Hard to believe. "What changed?"




  Grandma waved a hand, "You'll have to ask her. I never could get an answer out of her, if she even knows herself."




  Kate tightly pressed her lips together. "I'm not going to be like that."




  "I still wonder where she got it from. It didn't come from me. I loved your Grandfather, but we were partners in life. It's a wonderful thing if you find what is true," Grandma said with a satisfied sigh.




  Kate grimaced. "Oh yeah, and there are a lot of choices on this planet."




  "I didn't mean you. You're only sixteen, dear. You have plenty of time! Oh, but not plenty of time here and now. I believe I hear the shuttle engines." Grandma set her tea cup aside and stood up.




  Kate pulled the mobile phone out of her pocket, looking at the time. No way! The day couldn't be almost over! How had that happened? She jumped up and ran to the table causing several bunts to run to shelter on the other side of the room. "If you need something ordered, there may still be time for the next inbound freighter to bring it."




  Grandma grabbed her basket, dropping several things inside. "I've ordered everything I'll need for the next few months. Call me when you get home."




  Grandma ushered her out the door, closing it behind them. Kate stopped on the porch to get her balance as another wave of dizziness swept over her.




  "It's colder," Kate said to cover her hesitation.




  "I told you it would be. The breeze will pick up soon, mark my words." Grandma took her arm and led her down the path. "What a lovely day. Just what I needed. You know, with all the sensors set up I think I'll work in the lab tonight. So much to do and with the sick trees I've been rather behind."




  "An assistant!" Kate said suddenly.




  "What?"




  "You have all kinds of rooms. You could have an assistant out here, maybe someone apprenticing with you. You have so much to teach." To Kate it was the perfect answer to keeping Uncle Travis from forcing Grandma to come to the city. Then Kate and her mother wouldn't have to worry about her anymore. Grandma could keep her independence for who knew how many more years.




  Grandma sighed. "What is it about you today? I'm fine, I like working alone. I don't need an assistant and I don't need a vacation in the city. Now, off you go. I won't tell you not to get into trouble. Knowing you, you already have something planned. Just try not to get into anything that might bring the authorities down on your head."




  Kate laughed. "Deal. But you promise to call me if you need anything."




  "Oh, you can be sure of that."




  Kate stared at Grandma. No humor graced the eyes usually crinkled with smiling wrinkles. Her lips set firmly in a stern line, her hands clasped together in front of her with her shoulders back.




  The shuttle descended through the trees before she could clarify what Grandma meant by the comment. Rushing air buffeted against Kate's legs, billowing out the cape so that the hood bumped up against the back of her head. Bunts scurried behind roots and trees. The shuttle settled gently on the landing gear and the engines powered down.




  "I remixed the tea a little," Grandma said. "Try it now and let me know how you like the taste."




  "Aww, you didn't give me the tea we just had, did you?" Kate moaned, quickly looking through her basket. Sure enough, next to a jar of jelly lay small hand-wrapped packets of tea.




  "Kate, I ask that you try it at least once more. It has amazing health benefits. Better yet, share it with your mother and you can both let me know your opinions of the remix."




  Kate opened her mouth to object to having to taste the concoction again, but something in Grandma's eyes made her hold her tongue. She put the cloth cover over the top of the basket, "Fine. I'll try one more sip, but no more than that if it tastes like last time."




  Grandma surprised her with a quick hug, "That's my girl. Thank you. And thank you for such a wonderful day."




  A day Kate couldn’t really remember. Maybe she had taken a nap?




  "Uh, are we heading out?" a young male voice asked.




  A dark-brown haired teenager not much older than herself stood at the top of the ramp in the open hatch leading into the shuttle cabin. The work-stained heavy pants and dark brown jacket identified him as one of the Gatherers. Great, that meant a delay getting home while the shuttle made an extra stop.




  "Good morning, Ayden. So good to see you. She'll be right up! Tell the computer to wait," Grandma said to him. The boy turned around while Grandma enveloped Kate in a fierce hug. "Have a safe flight back."




  "I will." The hug made Kate aware of one more thing still in her possession. She pulled out the bottle of tablets.




  Grandma scowled at them. "Get rid of those things. Better yet, tell your Uncle to take them himself."




  Kate slipped it in her pocket, "I would put them in something he eats if it weren't so dangerous. I still want you to come to the city for a bit, though. I could use the back-up."




  "Nope, not going to happen. Ayden is waiting. Isn't he just the cutest little thing? Now, get on board. Time for you to head home. Tell your mother that I love her. Oh, and you too, you little trouble-maker."




  Kate grinned. She couldn't help it. Grandma was only partially teasing about the last part. It also felt nice to know someone else saw the truth in Uncle Travis that she did.




  She stepped up to the shuttle. The day felt too short to her, but at least she was leaving in a much better mood than when she'd arrived. The only other occupant in the shuttle sat in one of the seats on the right side, the boy Grandma called Ayden.




  Okay, so he had lush hair that curled at the nape, but cute? Not with the slightly too-long nose. Or the subdued colors of the rough clothes he wore. Maybe Grandma's versions of what qualified as 'cute' was different than hers.




  She settled in a seat a little behind him at a window where she would have a good view of the scenery outside.




  Gray eyes turned to look at her, "Why would you want your Grandmother to go to the city? She will be going strong in the forest long after the rest of us are gone."




  Okay, definitely not cute. An annoying, sticking-his-nose-where-it-didn't-belong busybody.






  
CHAPTER FOUR
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  "Grandma can't live in the forest all the time. She has family who would like to see her face once in a while," Kate said. The shuttle computer pilot announced their launch. Kate turned to the window and waved at Grandma.




  "They can come out here to visit, like you did. Why would anyone want to be cooped up in the city? Everyone lives right on top of each other and there's nothing to do."




  "Speak for yourself. There's plenty to do in the city," Kate said, turning away from the window as the shuttle rose past the canopy. She resisted the urge to cross her arms over her chest.




  "Oh sure. Play in the tiny gym near the schools, or maybe work in the fields."




  Kate glared at the back of his head. "Or talking to the trees? Or chase bunts around?"




  Ayden chuckled, "Actually, that can be a lot of fun."




  "Enjoy your time as a forest nomad," Kate said.




  Ayden gestured dismissively with a hand, "I will. You can deal with all the spoiled wanna-be colonists that swarm the place anytime another human world closes immigration. Which is just about every day now."




  Definitely one of her touchy buttons. The lack of worlds to go to had meant her mother had had no choice but to bring her and Kate back to Oburos when her father died. Oh, and after finding out her father had lied about getting them citizenship on the world they had been living on for most of Kate's growing-up. Who knew where that money went. Or so much of the money.




  Oburos. Out in the middle of nowhere. What a place to end up.




  Kate realized she was frowning fiercely. She consciously relaxed her mouth. She didn't like showing so much emotion. Better to keep people guessing.




  Two little ears of white and soft brown poked up over Ayden's shoulder. A petite bunt head with a twitchy nose and huge wide brown eyes poked over the shoulder to look back at her. A paw reached up to scratch the fur at the base of one ear.




  Kate groaned, "Great, one of them got in here."




  Ayden reached up and patted the head of the bunt, "Nah, this is Bunbun. He's with me."




  The bunt turned away from Ayden's hand and dove down into the top of his coat.




  "You have one for a pet? I didn't think that worked, that they would just run away."




  "Bunbun is a special case," Ayden said.




  The thought of a bunt running around the small apartment she and her mother shared just about sent her into giggles. Letting a few loose in Uncle Travis's apartment would be even better. Now that was an idea!




  No, the things were too cute to do something so cruel with. They didn't deserve the likes of Uncle Travis.




  Ayden's head turned towards his window. Kate turned to look out her own. She preferred the silence. Time to start thinking seriously about her plans once she got back to the city. Something decisive needed to be done about several situations, and soon.




  Ayden leaned across the aisle to look out the window on the same side of the shuttle Kate sat on. Kate looked outside again, but she didn't see anything other than the colors of the forest itself.




  Ayden switched back in one sharp move towards another window.




  "What's the matter with you?" Kate demanded.




  "I think I see fog," Ayden said.




  "So what? The auto-pilot doesn't need to see to get us where we're going."




  Ayden shook his head, "This isn't that kind of fog."




  Kate looked back out the window at the trees below. Wisps of white moved between the trees. The fog curled over the tops of the shorter trees, ghostly arms reaching ever higher.




  The way it moved gave her shivers, reminding her of warnings Grandma had given about staying out of the forest fog, as it could be dangerous. She'd never seen it before in the few trips she'd made out to the cottage. Now she wished she'd asked for more details.




  Ayden threw off his seat harness and ran the few steps to the front of the shuttle and opened an inset cabinet.




  "What are you doing?" Kate demanded, her hands tensing on the handle of the basket.




  Ayden frowned at her, "You're Kate O'Hanson, right?"
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