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EPILOGUE




”I WOULD LIKE YOU TO GET OFF MY SHIP BECAUSE YOUR CLAWS ARE RIPPING HOLES IN ITS HIDE.”

The dragon called Irythros leaped free of the shuttle. Its talons screeched against the cerama/metal.

(Forgive my trespass,) Irythros said as he settled to the ground beside Konner.

The beast towered above him, as big as the shuttle. It spread its wings before furling them. The moonlight turned them into shimmering transulcent veils. For a moment, Konner thought he could see star maps in the vein network.

Konner shook his head free of his fanciful thoughts. Dragons were planet bound. They might speak enigmatically with a great deal of wisdom, but they did not carry star charts etched into their wing membranes.

“Why did you seek me out?” Konner asked.

(Hanassa speaks to the stars. We need to know why.)

“But Hanassa is dead.” Konner began to shiver with a new chill. Twice he and his brothers had thought they had killed the man. Twice he had recovered and come back to threaten their friends as well as themselves. The third time they had made certain he stayed dead.

(The body of Hanassa died. Yet he still speaks to the stars. We need you to tell us why. . . .)
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PROLOGUE

THE DRAGONS of the nimbus hear a new voice. Or  is it an old voice become new. It speaks to the stars. We do not know this thing.

Stargod Konner, tell us who converses with the places beyond our ken. Tell us, so that we may be wary and know who listens to this voice and why.




CHAPTER 1

MARTIN KONNER O’HARA stared at the tiny device. Hardly as big as his palm and yet so dangerous. A red LED blinked at him in an ominously slow pattern.

He could almost hear it shout across the light-years “Here I am. Come get me.”

It had to have been here for months, possibly a full year . . . since the last time he and his brothers had space-docked.

His ship Sirius was currently in silent orbit around an uncharted planet. While he made vital repairs, he had shut down all but the most essential systems, including spin. The star drive was quiescent, awaiting regrowth of a number of the directional crystals.

Konner and his brothers had just run out of time for repairs.

He pried the foreign device out from where it hid under the red directional crystal. It came away from the cerama/metal hull reluctantly. After a few curses, two broken fingernails, and a new set of bruises on his knuckles, he grasped the device in his palm, still blinking, still alerting authorities to his location.

How could she have done this to him?

Only his ex-wife Melinda could have taken one of  his patented locator beacons and perverted it so. Many had a motive to track the O’Hara brothers and their . . . independent cargo shipments. The Galactic Terran Empire called Konner and his brothers smugglers.

The people who received highly taxed and increasingly hard to get essential goods, like food, from the black market, called them saviors.

Melinda had more personal reasons. She had probably sold the frequency of this beacon to the highest bidder. Or bidders.

She could afford to spend a great deal of money to retrieve the damning evidence Konner had secreted aboard Sirius and a number of other key locations.

Konner wondered if Melinda would brag about her betrayal to their son Martin. Did she know how her need to banish Konner from Martin’s life would destroy more than just her ex-husband?

When the Imperial Military Police found the beacon, they would also find a pristine world ready for exploitation. Konner shuddered at the thought of thundering tractors, a myriad of people, mechanical threshers, and machine after machine throwing out air and noise pollution. Chemical fertilizers would seep into the groundwater and run off into the rivers, making them unsafe to swim in, drink from, or fish out of.

Nine tenths of what the farmers produced would be shipped off planet to feed a hungry empire. The Coros would lose not only their way of life, but would have to learn to do with less than they had now.

The Galactic Terran Empire would not stop there. They would strip this place of every valuable resource, beginning with the timber and ending with the minerals, until there was nothing left. Then the inhabitants would dome their cities, breathe artificial air, eat tanked food, and sue for full citizenship.

And another bush planet would have to be found to feed the growing empire.

He had to destroy the beacon. Now. Before the IMPs found the right jump point to bring them here.

Konner bent his knees and pushed against the climbing rungs of the rabbit hole that afforded access to the outer array of crystals. As his body sprang back from his push through null g, he launched himself forward. Every ten meters he touched one of the climbing rungs on the inside of the conduit to adjust his angle of glide to match the curve of the saucer-shaped spaceship. At his back, the red directional crystals hummed a muted chatter only he could hear. As he sped along, the crystals became less harmonious.

One hundred forty-four directional crystals lined the outer rim of Sirius. They linked to twelve green driver crystals by kilometers of fiber optic cable. At the center of the ship, the drivers were linked to a single blue king stone. The two-meter-high monster kept the crystal drive harmonious and connected. In gravity, the king stone would weigh nearly one hundred fifteen kilos. But an active king stone never entered gravity. It had to grow in concert with its family of crystals in null g and lived at the center of the vessel where gravity from spin never reached.

He came abreast of the source of the strident note. A tiny crystal bud kept the port open while a new crystal grew at the center of Sirius. Five other reds had to be replaced as well. The disharmony among the array gave him a headache.

“Soon, friends. Soon you’ll be whole again,” he murmured soothingly. “And we can get out of here.”

All the while his guts churned. Melinda had betrayed him to the Imperial Military Police.

If the IMPs showed up in this forgotten star system, they would take him and his brothers prisoner. Konner would never make it back to Aurora in time for his son’s final custody hearing.

No wonder the IMPs had been able to follow Konner and his brothers across the galaxy. Their frantic flight from the law had kept Konner from meeting his son Martin at summer camp this year.

His fist clenched around the beacon. Would the boy be disappointed? Or would he even notice that his usual counselor had gone missing.

Five months ago, with the crystals damaged and the IMPs closing in, Konner and his two brothers had jumped blind into this uncharted star system three sectors off the maps. They had plunged into the adventure of a lifetime and found a place they could call home. A place where Konner could bring Martin to experience his true family away from Melinda’s self-centered greed, amoral manipulations, and emotional abuse. As well as her lies.

And away from Mum.

Useless making plans now. As long as the beacon sent its signal, the IMPs could find the O’Hara brothers and terminate their dreams. All that had kept the law away from here till now was finding the weird jump point.

“We have to leave,” he muttered.

He stared at the device again.

“We can’t leave until the crystals regrow.” Konner launched again along the narrow access shaft at the extremity of Sirius’ rim. At the next hatch he grabbed a handle and changed direction. One deft somersault put him into the largest cargo hold.

Strangely, the load of black market pearls remained undamaged, despite the wild maneuvers through which Loki had put the ship in escaping IMP patrols. Konner had added to the hold the antique computers and lab equipment that had been left behind by the original colonists of the planet. A wealth of information about the first colony and the civil war that destroyed them lay encrypted on the hard drives.

From the hold, he dove into the crystal room. A vacuum-inducing force field encased each of the monopole drivers. Nitrogen flooded the field, causing the green crystals to spit out electrons along the fiber optics to the red directionals. Six new directional crystals stood in sealed baths shaped to the exact dimensions of the finished crystal. The original seeds stood at the peak of the bath cage and grew down and out. Limited by the cage and the precisely measured minerals in the baths, the red crystals would stop growing when they reached the shape and size needed. Each would need a little polishing and tuning to finish them, but they could be used the moment they completed growing.

Each bath was connected by fiber optics to the king stone and thus to every crystal on the ship. The ship’s power, navigational, and communication systems had to grow as a family in order to synchronize and propel the ship across the vast distances between stars. More than that, the king stone had to be connected to a mother stone at its place of origin in order to find its way around the galaxy.

Konner had disconnected the crystal drive from its mother stone upon entering this star system. Just as Konner and his brothers were out of contact with Mum.

They weren’t going anywhere until he reconnected that dangling orange fiber optic lying just outside the crystal circle. But if the ship could not find its way home with the connection severed, the IMPs could not find them through the connection.

Except for the damned locator beacon he still held in his palm.

“Another week to finish growing,” Konner grumbled. “Another week for the IMPs to search for the jump point that should not exist but did.”

Another twist and rebound took Konner up the gangway to the bridge. He slapped the comm port even before he anchored himself in his chair.

The lights blinked furiously red for an interminable ninety seconds. Then they dropped back to normal black.

“Damn!” Neither of his brothers had an active communicator close at hand.

“We haven’t got time for this!”

A quick sensor sweep showed the inner planetary orbits free of man-made objects other than Sirius. He hadn’t time to search the vast distances of the outer planets for a tiny moving vessel.

He pounded his fist against the edge of his interface. The locator beacon dug into his palm.

He had designed the thing to survive the fire and ice and massive radiation of space travel. He needed more weight than he had access to to crush the thing.

Only the sustained heat of molten lava at the heart of the planet would fry the femto-bots inside the beacon beyond their self-repair capabilities.

A half smile crept across Konner’s face. He had access to that molten core. If he dared.

Could he face the ghost of Hanassa on his own?
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“Captain Leonard, sir.” Kat Talbot nearly squirmed with delight in her chair at the helm of Imperial Military Police Cruiser Jupiter.

Commander Amanda Leonard, captain of the Jupiter , glanced up from the screen full of reports she studied. She looked bored.

“Captain, I think I found it.”

“Found what?” Commander Leonard lost the bland vacancy in her eyes. She touched the screen in front of her own chair so that it corresponded with Kat’s.

“The jump point, Captain.” Now Kat could not contain her excitement. “And the beacon.”

“Show me,” Leonard demanded. At the tone of her voice, the rest of the bridge crew keyed their own screens to share in Kat’s discovery.

Lieutenant Josh Kohler, Chief Navigator and Kat’s best friend aboard ship, flashed her a begrudging grin. They had a bet on this jump point. If she found it first, he would do her laundry for a week. If he beat her to the discovery, then she would sleep with him. Kat had no intention of allowing him to win the bet.

“Summon Lieutenant Commander M’Berra to the bridge, Englebert,” Leonard said to the communications officer. Kat figured she would want the second-in-command in on this discovery.

Lucinda Baines, the diplomatic attaché who had hitched a ride aboard the IMP cruiser, hastened to Kat’s side. She bent her petite body over Kat’s shoulder, resting her hands on the back of the helmsman’s chair. Her perfume suddenly overwhelmed all other scents. The usual citrus smell of the recirculated air took on rotten overtones, as if it had spent too much time in waste recycling and not enough in the scrubbers.

Kat shifted as far away from the woman as her station chair allowed. Then she highlighted the anomaly her sensors had discovered with her electronic pencil.

“I don’t see it,” Commander Leonard hesitated.

Kat brought up some new data. Commander Leonard’s thick eyebrows raised as she digested a string of numbers and symbols that showed a femto’s difference from normal space energy fluxes. In the past week of parking in deep space Kat, with M’Berra’s help, had adjusted and fine-tuned the ship’s sensors to detect smaller differences than any other IMP vessel could find.

And there was the beacon blaring through the tiny  hole in space. If you only knew where to look and what to look for.

Lieutenant Commander M’Berra ducked his curly black head as he stepped onto the bridge. He suppressed a yawn. Other than that single sign that he’d just gone off a twelve-hour shift, he looked as refreshed and crisply fresh as he had half a day ago. He immediately went to his station beside the captain. Leonard briefed him on the latest development in hushed tones.

“Are you certain that is a jump point and not just a reflection of the normal radiation currents?” Commander Leonard was known as a cautious leader. Bets aboard Jupiter favored that she’d easily make full captain, and get a bigger vessel at the next review board.

“Captain, sir, the outlaws jumped from these exact coordinates to somewhere. That anomaly is the only indication of something different about this area. And I am getting a hint of the beacon frequency that was highlighted on the memo from Command Base.”

“Ms. Baines, do you have any objections to a further delay in delivering you to Annubis IV for your annual leave?” Commander Leonard asked.

“If the notorious O’Hara brothers disappeared from here, I have no objections to chasing them,” the diplomatic attaché replied. Her eyes narrowed and the planes of her perfect face became sharper. “Commander Leonard, do you have to be reminded that capturing those three is highest priority for all Imperial Military Police.”

Kat wanted to rear away from the menace in her tone.

Lucinda Baines, daughter of a planetary governor, granddaughter of an Imperial Senator, and great-niece of the previous emperor had a grudge against the O’Haras.

So did Kat.

“Inform Judge Balinakas that his services will soon be required,” M’Berra ordered.

Ensign James Englebert busied himself at the comm board.

“Prepare for jump,” Commander Leonard ordered.

“Aye, Aye, sir,” Kat replied with enthusiasm.




CHAPTER 2

KIM O’HARA stared at the pristine piece of dried pulp in front of him. He’d spent hours peeling layers of stringy wood fibers, soaking them, and finally pounding them into an approximation of paper. Each day he made a few new pieces. Each day he scribbled notes recording the day’s events.

Nearly five months had passed since Kim and his brothers had landed—almost on their butts—on a planet where dragons were real and magic worked. He had filled nearly three pages of his primitive paper with a description of Iianthe, the nearly invisible purple-tipped dragon. He’d given up trying to bind his scribblings. He now had five neat stacks of the papers, each confined within a separate box made of the same fibrous wood. One for each month of their time shared with the Coros—the name the local inhabitants gave themselves.

He could have cleared some space on a reader and used it as a daily log. He wanted more. He needed a journal he could leave behind, as well as an alphabet and basic grammar. Reading was a precious gift. He did not agree with his brothers that they should forbid the skill to the Coros. His people. He had to create something for them to read and learn from.

Enforced ignorance might keep the local tribes  from developing industrialization, but it would also stunt the growth of the civilization, stunt the minds and souls of people who deserved better.

Where to begin today? His mind spun with the facts of the harvest. Five acres of barley to cut tomorrow. Five acres of wheat threshed yesterday. Three acres of soybeans gathered and drying. The yield was bigger than he expected in all three fields.

Still, the harvest should stretch to feed them all if no more outcasts joined the village.

Two more refugees from outlying villages had made their way here today, swelling their numbers to seventy-five. Many of those who sought out the Stargods—Kim and his two brothers—had disabilities, missing limbs, or chronic ailments. Some of them had simple minds and damaged emotions. No one else wanted them.

How did he know to plant the extra acres to feed seventy-five rather than the thirty-two who began the village? How did he know events to come? How did he lay his hands upon an injury and make it right?

Time to think seriously about it. He gritted his teeth and grabbed a reader with a few gigs of free space. When he had a coherent text, he’d transfer his musings to his journal. Paper was too precious to waste.

Begin at the beginning, his mother’s voice whispered in the back of his mind. Not quite Mum, though. The voice took on the sonorous overtones of Iianthe, the purple-tipped dragon.

Kim thought back to the beginning of the current adventure; to the day when he and his brothers had run so desperately from an IMP cruiser. The captain had seemed to anticipate every evasive maneuver, every jump through space, and every weapon blast the O’Hara brothers could imagine. It was almost as if the IMPs read his and his two brothers’ minds.  Since then, Loki, the eldest brother, had developed and learned to control his telepathy. Quite possibly, in the stress of the escape from IMP patrols, he had broadcast his thoughts on a wide band.

Konner had begun to hone his ability to move objects with his mind. Mostly, he did it unconsciously in moments of stress.

Kim’s precognitive talent kicked in when he least expected it. Aboard Sirius he’d had a vision of a safe haven inhabited by dragons. The vision had given him the symbolic coordinates of the jump point that had brought them here.

How to describe it?

He took a deep breath, felt refreshed, and filled his lungs once more. Ideas and flickers of memory crowded the edges of his vision. One more deep breath and . . .

He relived the numbness that shot through his body, the disembodied sensation of floating in a null g sensory deprivation chamber. Then the bright tangle of lights streaked across his vision. More than lights. Chains of light, each a different hue pulsing with life. Then blackness again.

He looked into the reader screen. Words scrolled rapidly across the screen as he dictated. The mini computer inside the reader prompted the word “void?” As good as any to describe the place in the mind between here and there.

His memory, triggered by the vivid description, pulled forth more images and sensations. Tumbling through darkness into atmosphere. The shuttle Rover  tumbling toward a planetary surface and a . . . a dragon. A huge dragon with all the colors of the rainbow on its wing veins, horns, and claws, iridescent and awesome in its beauty, appeared out of nowhere. The wondrous creature shot forth a river of flame. Its dagger-length teeth and claws reached forward to rip . . .

Kim woke with a start and a whimper. He’d come out of the true vision with the same startling abruptness. Were the images more vivid in his memory than they had been originally? Or had the symbols become clearer with time and recall?

Only one way to tell. Deep breathing seemed to help the process. He’d read somewhere about mystic adepts who spent years learning how to breathe. Must have something to do with the infusion of oxygen into the red blood cells.

“I don’t have years.” He keyed a few notes about breathing into the reader.

Then he exhaled as much air as he could through his mouth, clearing his lungs of any leftover toxins and chemicals. When he felt as if his chest and backbone had nothing between them, he drew in a long healing breath through his nose.

Immediately, his vision intensified. Each basket and article of clothing strewn about the cabin he shared with his wife Hestiia came into sharper focus. This breath he exhaled as deeply as the previous one. A second conscious inhalation brought the now familiar dazzle around the edges of his vision. Rather than banish it, he nurtured it, giving the sparkles and half images a little time to develop. This time the aura remained as he got rid of that breath and took the third.

The void opened clearly before him. Pulsing chains of light and life invited him to explore. He reached for one that scintillated with every color and yet seemed to have no true color at all. . . .

The void snapped closed.

Kim landed on the packed-dirt floor with a thud. Rubbing his butt, he righted his stool and climbed back up on it.

His head ached and his stomach growled. He thought he heard a chuckle in the back of his mind. A chuckle with the deep bronze bell tones of Iianthe. Or did all of the dragons have the same bass voice?

Amazingly, all of his impressions and sensations revealed themselves in precise wording on the reader.

But what did it mean?

“Am I working magic?”

(Magic is in the perceiving,) the dragon voice said.

It continued to chuckle.
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Konner gulped. Before he could change his mind, he locked down communications and secured the hatch to the bridge. Then he jumped into a long dive for the launch bay where he’d parked Rover.

Before launching the shuttle, Konner tried to call his brothers again from the cockpit. The comm port remained silent. He set the device to repeat the call.

“Come on, Loki. Answer the damn phone.” The light continued to blink red.

Konner vented the bay atmosphere as he opened the bay doors. He used the explosive release of the remaining air to push his shuttle out into the darkness of high orbit. He oriented to the planet beneath him. Sirius held position on the night side, over the horizon from the southern continent where he and his brothers had made homes among the Coros.

He passed his hand over the computer screen once more, in a pattern only he knew. Sirius disappeared from his sensors. His confusion field continued to work.

“What’s so damn important you dragged me away from my work?” Kim O’Hara growled through the comm port.

Kim, the least likely to respond. The youngest brother had embraced the primitive life of the Coros. He’d taken a native wife. He’d announced his plans to remain dirtside when Konner and Loki returned to civilized space.

“Trouble coming. I need you and Loki to meet me at the landing site. Be there in one and twenty.” Konner discomed before Kim could argue with him. Before Konner’s own fears could choke him into immobility.

Ninety digital minutes later, they waited for him in the open meadow west of the village and tilled fields. The shuttle’s landing draft blew their red hair and beards into their faces. Loki’s blue eyes flashed with anger and he braced his long legs for confrontation. Kim leaned his lanky body against a boulder.

All three brothers had the same overt characteristics. But studious Kim was taller and more slender, audacious Loki broader, the shortest of the three with more brute strength. Konner was very much the middle brother in build and temperament, the placater, the one who tried to hold them together as a family when troubles threatened to split them.

“What?” Loki asked the moment the hatch irised open.

“Trouble. Get in.” Konner pushed the shuttle toward a rolling launch before Kim had time to slap the portal controls closed. Both Kim and Loki stumbled as they fought for balance in the rapidly moving vehicle.

“What?” Loki asked again when they had all strapped in.

Konner tossed him the beacon.

Strained silence stretched. Konner realized he was holding his breath only when the pain in his chest became unbearable.

“Who?” Kim asked.

“Melinda. Who else.”

“Aurora markings on the casing. Definitely manufactured in one of her factories,” Loki mused turning the thing over and over. “But then she manufactures all of these things.”

“Who else could modify it so that I would not find  it until I reset one particular crystal. None of my sensors noticed it. None of my routine inspections noticed it. The bit of recessed LED that shows was shadowed by an equally red directional crystal. The casing is painted the same gray-green as the rabbit hole. We got that color by mixing a bunch of leftovers from other ships. Only Melinda would have the audacity to try to match that paint or bribe the few people outside the family who had access to it.”

Another long silence.

“So what do we do with it?” Loki asked.

“The lava core of the volcano.”

All three brothers shuddered.

“I thought we decided never to go back there,” Kim said.

“We have no choice.”

“Are the IMPs within the star system yet?” Loki asked.

“Didn’t take the time to do a full search.”

“Mum will never forgive us if we get caught,” Kim reminded them.

“Mum isn’t going to like anything about this run.” Konner checked the computer setting. Still on mute. None of them needed Mum’s voice droning in their ears right now, even if it was just a mechanical device reporting the information of their interface displays.

“Can’t we just dump this at the bottom of the deepest ocean?” Kim asked. His fingers ran over the sensor array with precision.

“Not deep enough,” Konner replied. He kept his attention on the engineering rather than the mountain range looming ahead of them.

“What if we shot it into the sun?” Loki prompted. He piloted the craft with ease, posture relaxed, dominant left hand resting upon the joystick. He liked to interface with the ship directly rather than rely on computer readouts.

“Take too long to reach the sun’s corona if we launch it from orbit. Besides, the window is wrong.  Rover doesn’t have enough power to get us away from the sun’s gravitational pull once we get close enough, and we can’t move Sirius until the crystals finish growing.”

“How much longer on that?” Loki asked.

Kim frowned and turned his head away rather than face the issue of leaving the planet.

“A week at least. Maybe a day less,” Konner replied. Even then he’d be cutting it close to make it back to Aurora in time for Martin’s court date. He only had one chance to gain custody of the boy and he would not miss it.

They reached the yawning mouth of the mountain caldera all too soon.

They sat for a long time after Loki set Rover down inside the bowl of the volcano. The dust settled. The shuttle ceased to click as it cooled. Still they sat in silence. Waiting.

For what?

“We have to do this,” Konner said finally.

“I’ll stay and guard Rover,” Loki said flatly.

“None of us should have to face this place alone. We all go, or we all stay.” Kim swallowed deeply.

“We killed a man in there,” Loki reminded them all.

“We killed a monster who tried to kill us and our villagers any number of times.” Konner gathered a portable illuminator and a canteen. He tossed other survival gear to his brothers.

“We all go and face our personal demons together.” Konner decided for them. “Come on. Let’s get this over with before the IMPs have any more time to find us.”




CHAPTER 3

LOKI STOPPED in the shadow of the ragged cave entrance. The sun beat down in a blinding glare upon the dry bowl of the caldera. High, steep walls of the blown-out mountain rose nearly one point five kilometers above him, trapping the heat and the dust, keeping out the wind. Nothing disturbed this lonely and hidden outpost in the Southern Mountains.

Even in the shade, sweat poured from his brow and back. He smelled himself and did not like the acrid taint of fear.

Deliberately, Loki scuffed the dust with his foot. Anything to delay entrance into the cave. He spotted traces of footprints, remnants of his retreat from this place a few weeks ago. He discerned the shape of his boots, Konner’s lighter steps, Kim’s bare feet, the tiny prints made by Hestiia, Kim’s wife. In the middle, he barely made out the shuffling smudge made by Taneeo, the village priest. He’d been weak, ill, and sorely abused when they rescued him from violent Hanassa’s clutches.

Then he saw something else. Someone with firm steps and a confident stride had been here. The most recent visitor had worn soft boots—unusual among the local population. Male by the length, breadth, and depth. Those prints were fresh.

“Wait!” Loki called to his brothers. They had already entered the relative coolness of the first chamber.

“What now?” Konner asked impatiently. He swept his illuminator along the walls, creating more shadows than it banished.

“Someone has been here. Recently,” Loki said. He clamped his teeth shut to keep them from chattering.

“Rovers camp here when they travel the pass,” Kim explained.

“Yeah. Rovers.” Loki gulped. He took a swig from his canteen.

His family had given him the nickname of the Norse god known for his adventurous spirit and lack of caution. He was always the first one to wade into a brawl and usually the last man standing. Why did he fear this place so?

Because you took a life within these caverns, his conscience reminded him. That inner voice always sounded just like Mum. Anger began to replace his hesitance. Anger at Mum for her martyr complex and her manipulation of all three of her sons. Anger at himself for listening to her for so many years. Anger at Hanassa for being the bloodthirsty priest of the false god Simurgh. Anger at the dragons who had originally spawned Hanassa and then kicked him out of the nimbus for his lack of honor and his taste for human flesh.

He let the anger propel him forward. He caught up with his brothers and took the lead.

He could not help watching the ground closely for that alien footprint. It danced off to the side, then rejoined the direct route to the lower levels. A few paces farther on it disappeared again. Loki breathed a little easier.

The three brothers wound their way silently through the maze of caverns into the large room with  a natural dais. At the entrance they all paused and held their breath.

Someone had placed a large, high-backed chair made of silver bloodwood in the exact center of the platform. Before it, a massive boulder had been carved and shaped into an altar. Outlines of a dragon dismembering naked humans, male and female, young and old, helpless and in their prime, appeared half finished on all four sides of the stone.

“The chair . . . it looks like a throne,” Loki gulped. He could not stand to look at the grisly altar. He drank deeply from the canteen to keep his stomach under control.

His lover, Cyndi, would love that throne. She looked good in red with her blonde hair and fair skin.

“Who can tolerate sitting on that wood? The sap toxins would burn right through clothing.” Konner squirmed uneasily.

“Hanassa would sit there. I don’t think he’d notice a little thing like discomfort,” Loki said quietly. Cyndi would also find a way to discount or avoid skin rashes and welts. Enhancing her looks was her primary occupation. That and defying her father.

“The dragons dumped Hanassa’s body into the lava core,” Kim reminded them. “He could not have survived. I know it, you know it. The dragons know it.” He slapped his illuminator on his thigh with each statement.

“Maybe the Rovers?” Loki offered. Anything to banish the thought that Hanassa might still live to plague them.

Or his ghost might haunt them. Who else would  want to erect and carve that altar? The rock looked untainted. At least it had not yet been consecrated with human blood.

“Maybe Rovers.” Konner sounded as if he did not  really buy that explanation. The Coros blamed all misdeeds and bad luck upon the homeless tribes. “We need to get moving and destroy the beacon,” he said. Now he took the lead and marched across the cavern toward the lava tube tunnel that would take them downward, into the bowels of the mountain.

“It’s so beautiful.” Kim drawled his words, his accent declining into the slow and drawn-out enunciation of the locals. He ran his hand above the intricate carving of the throne. He seemed to caress it without actually touching it. Horned dragon heads looked over the shoulder of anyone who sat there. Dragon wings formed the arms and sides. Dragon legs and large dragon feet with extended talons supported the piece. The openwork back looked like more dragon horns interlaced.

“They’ve left bits of the silver bark on the wings to represent the shimmering translucence of the membrane.” Kim looked as if he was about to sit.

“Poison permeating the wood makes it red,” Konner reminded the youngest brother. “Polish and time will reduce the toxins, but never eliminate them.”

Kim sighed heavily as if breaking a trance. Then he rejoined his older siblings. “I wonder who carved it,” he mused.

“I don’t think I want to know,” Loki said, careful to keep his speech crisp like any properly educated civil back home. “The artist’s hands would be ruined forever from working with the raw wood.”

“The artist who carved the altar would also have a ruined psyche after working those images,” Kim said with a shudder.

They began the trek downward. The smooth lava tube tunnel offered an easy path. They made good time. The temperature rose dramatically with each half kilometer. By the time the path leveled off into  another cavern, all three were drenched with sweat. They exhausted their canteens about halfway down.

“I’m so thirsty even that creek water will taste good,” Loki admitted. He rushed to the streamside and splashed some of the sulfur-laden liquid on his face. He dipped his cupped hands once more for a drink.

“Hold on, Loki,” Konner grabbed his shirt collar and pulled him away from the creek bed. “Let me test it first.”

“What could change the content since the last time we were here? It’s potable even if it does taste like morning breath with a hangover,” Loki argued.

“This is an active volcano. The mineral content of this stream changes frequently.” Konner knelt with one of his gadgets extended over the water. He dipped a sensor in and waited.

They all waited. Probably only a few femtos, but it seemed like an hour. The gadget beeped. Konner nodded.

Loki slurped up a double handful of water and spat it out. He screwed up his face at the foul taste. His brothers laughed.

“At least I wet the inside of my mouth,” Loki excused himself. The sourness at the back of his throat overcame the strong aftertaste of sulfur. He sipped a few drops from his hands. It didn’t taste quite so bad this time. A few more sips and he could tolerate enough to slake his thirst.

He noticed his brothers taking a few cautious sips as well. Eventually, they all drank their fill.

“The beacon,” Konner reminded them.

As one, they rose to their feet and headed deeper into the maze of caverns. Half walls, boulders, stalactites, stalagmites, and columns forced them to take a twisted path that doubled back and wandered far from a straight line. Small dead-end rooms branched  off the convoluted cavern. They paused at a metal door blocking a large room. They’d removed the computers and technical gadgets left there by the original colonists and stored them aboard Sirius. None of the locals could stumble upon the equipment and use it destructively without understanding it.

As Hanassa had.

Their steps took them past the site of their last confrontation with Hanassa, the place where Loki had pulled the trigger of a lethal needle rifle and killed the man. Each brother murmured a quick prayer and moved on.

Loki resisted the urge to make the sign of the cross. That was Mum’s religion, not his. Still the old habit died hard.

Suddenly, the darkness and the weight of the mountain above pressed heavily against Loki. His breathing grew difficult.

He relived the moment he had last faced Hanassa. He raised his arms, as if still holding the needle rifle, took aim, and pulled the trigger. Cold sweat broke out on his face and hands. His knees trembled.

He saw again the hundreds of poisoned slivers of steel pierce Hanassa’s back. Felt with him the agony as the deadly missiles passed through his body into the chest of Taneeo, his apprentice priest and hostage.

The world went white. Too bright.

As life escaped Hanassa, Loki knew several moments of deep agony of body and soul. And then nothing.

He shivered, remembering the cold numbness that had frozen his mind and his will to go on living.

He still dreamed that he died with Hanassa.

A hum began in the back of Loki’s head. It sang in his back teeth and quivered along the fine hairs on his spine.

“Konner, is this what you hear when you work with the crystals?” Loki whispered.

“Similar. Nothing is as beautiful as the siren song of a crystal array in harmony,” Konner replied.

“I have never heard a crystal array, Konner. This is irresistible.” Kim smartened his steps and walked forward eagerly, the way he went to greet Hestiia.

A flicker of movement in Loki’s peripheral vision diverted his attention from the allure of the hum. He turned quickly and swept his illuminator over the walls. The light glinted off dripping limestone. Ominous shadows played with his depth perception. Was that the shape of a man hiding behind a column? Or was it merely another stalagmite in the distance?

He shook himself free of the creepy imaginings.

Then he heard it. A low chuckle rummaging around his mind.

“Someone is here,” he hissed to his brothers.”

They halted in their tracks, not moving a muscle.

“Are you certain?” Kim asked. He stared around him, keeping the illuminator low.

“Yes,” Loki breathed. “I can feel him.”

“Him? Who?” Konner also searched the immediate environs.

“Not sure who. Only sure that a mind brushed against mine. It was . . . was totally alien.”

Five months ago either of his brothers would have questioned Loki’s statement. Since coming to this planet they had learned a new respect for psychic powers. Each possessed a different one. Loki was telepathic if he tried hard enough. Kim had visions of the future and the healer’s talent. Konner could move things with his mind.

Each talent seemed to grow stronger the longer they stayed on this world of dragons and magic.

“We’ll deal with the intruder after we dump the beacon.” Konner moved forward.

Kim followed him, letting his illuminator wander from the direct path seeking anything that did not look right.

Loki took up the rear. He turned in frequent circles, checking behind him and off to the sides. Nothing showed in the feeble light. But the presence of “another” still weighed heavily on his mind.

They passed into the next cavern. The light was better here. Openings to the churning lava pool allowed the red glow from planetary fire to penetrate a few of the shadows.

The rusting hulk of an ancient steam generator, left over from the original colonists, loomed over them. The brothers had nicknamed the machine Big Bertha after a very cranky and very lazy aunt. Out of some superstition, Loki touched the boiler.

And jerked his hand away. He sucked on his palm, drawing out some of the burn.

“Why is this thing hot?” he asked around the fleshy part of his hand.

Panic lighted Konner’s eyes. “It should be cool, unless . . . unless someone connected the pipes.” He moved around the machine and shone his illuminator on the line of pipes that channeled creek water over the heat of the lava pool and into the boiler. Indeed, the broken and rusting pieces had been patched together with bands of bright bronze.

“Those welds won’t hold.” Konner shook his head.

“The question is who did it?” Loki persisted. He fought to control his own panic. “The only person on this planet with the technical knowledge to repair this thing, other than us, is dead.” He gulped. “He  is dead, isn’t he?”

Silence.

“Isn’t he!”

“He has to be. We watched Iianthe and Gentian dump his body into the lava pit,” Kim insisted.

Loki replayed the scene from his memory, checking for errors. The two purple-tipped dragons had shrunk to the size of house cats. Eerily black and winged, they had grabbed the limp body of Hanassa in beak and claw, flown it through this side tunnel, and dropped it. Loki had not watched the corpse burn. He didn’t need to in order to know it could not survive in any form.

“This beacon follows Hanassa into the pit before anything else diverts my attention.” Konner ran into the nearest tunnel giving access to the open cauldron of churning lava.

At that moment the alluring hum increased to raucous song.

“The dragongate,” Loki breathed.

The light changed from eerie red to a green-blue. The natural wormhole, born of the tremendous heat and pressure of the volcano, bridged the distance between the volcano and the depths of an ocean. And out of those watery depths loomed the biggest fish Loki had seen or read about on any of the worlds they had visited. The infamous behemoth. A voracious feeder, known to charge large boats and take bites out of the hulls.

“Shite, I need burning rock to destroy this thing, not water!” Konner shouted.

A mottled blue-and-gray hide made the behemoth nearly invisible until it was upon them. Its gaping maw showed row upon row of dagger-sharp teeth. Seven beady eyes probed the watery depths for prey.

Loki barely had time to breathe before the fish spotted Konner, turned, and lunged through the water into the mountain cavern. Konner reared back, stumbled, fell. The beacon rolled away from him.

A shadowy figure, clothed in concealing dark robes leaped out of the darkness, pounced upon the  gadget, and raced off with it. He chortled and giggled as he pranced away.

“St. Bridget and the angels, he sounds just like Hanassa,” Loki choked as he scrambled after the retreating shadow.
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