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For my Jess.

Thank you for finding me.













Chapter 1

 





Blood coursed down her side, seeping between her fingers as she ran with the others through the dark forest. The lit display on her wrist said they were still heading towards the last transport vessel waiting for them in a clearing a mile away. Shots rang out in the distance behind them where three of her team had volunteered to hang back to give the rest a chance to get away.

Finally, the transport came into view. She could see two of the escort fighters circling above, while several more traded fire with a squadron of enemy interceptors higher in the night sky. She lifted her wrist and pressed a button.

“Open the hatch! Now!”

“Yes, Commander.”

The double doors began to split across the middle, the bottom half lowering to form a ramp. She stopped at the foot of the ramp and waved the rescued prisoners ahead of her into the belly of the ship. Not until the last surviving member of her team had gone past did she finally dash up the ramp herself and slam her bloody palm onto the access panel to close the doors.

“We’re in! Go, go, go!”

As the vessel lifted straight up into the air, she held her injured side and slid down the wall.

So many lost...





* * *

 





Three days earlier, she’d been assured the rescue operation would be an easy one, a morale booster for her discouraged troops. At least that’s what her lieutenants had said in their combined efforts to persuade her to approve the mission.

The detention center was small compared to most. It only held roughly one thousand prisoners and was minimally guarded. Since they had more ships than pilots to fly them, it made sense to find more people wherever they could.

“Assuming any of them have the skills or are even willing to join us,” the Commander had said as she looked over the report her lieutenants had so carefully prepared for her.

“If they aren’t willing to join us, they can go back to their prison cells,” her third-in-command said.

The Commander looked up and pierced the lieutenant with a glare.

“Did you just suggest we enslave our own people?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

The third’s eyes widened and she bowed her head.

“My apologies, Commander. I spoke out of turn. Please forgive me.”

The third was clearly on the verge of falling to her knees to begin groveling for her life. The Commander refrained from turning away from the cowering image, despite how much it disgusted her, since it would be interpreted as a sign of condemnation. Such a gesture from a master usually preceded the slave’s execution.

How does the Council expect me to win a war when this is what I have to work with?

She kept the thought firmly behind her mental walls as she formally placed her left hand, the one that was ritually considered the giving hand, on the lieutenant’s accepting right shoulder.

“You are forgiven,” she offered quietly.

The lieutenants collectively breathed a sigh of relief.

“If I may,” her second broke into the silence. “I think most of them will be so grateful to be free, they won’t hesitate to volunteer.”

“Exactly. Commander, we won’t find a better opportunity than this,” her fourth continued. “And once we’ve increased our numbers, we’ll be able to go after larger targets.”

“Yes. We must build on our successes, but to do that, we must first have some successes to build on,” her fifth added.

The Commander pretended to go back to reading the report as she considered her options.

Since escaping their masters only a few months ago, her ragtag fleet had run from one encounter after another. It wasn’t just a matter of being outmatched, though that was a big part of it. They had yet to meet up with a single battle group less than twice their size and most had included more than ten times the number of ships in their tiny fleet.

No, the real problem was that going up against their masters really meant going up against their own people. Almost from birth the females of her species were trained as conscripted pilots, their families used as leverage to ensure the pilots performed at their best. A low kill score in battle would lead to days of torture for a loved one. An attempt at desertion was unthinkable.

And so she was left with either shooting down her own people, who were only doing what they must to protect their families, or retreating. They’d made one attempt to rescue some of the hostage families, but that... hadn’t gone well.

She mentally laughed at herself. Hadn’t gone well? It had been a dismal failure, one the Council refused to let her forget.

She looked over the report one last time, noting the summary of risks versus gains based on their past performance and their analysts’ prediction if they did nothing.

In their previous encounters with the enemy battle groups, no matter how quickly they’d been able to get away, they’d lost several ships each time. At the rate their number was being whittled down, they weren’t expected to last more than another six months. Of course, if they went on this mission and failed, they’d lose a lot more than a few ships, but if they succeeded, they might finally be able to fill enough pilot slots to give their fleet some teeth.

“Mission approved.”

While her lieutenants worked out the tactical details, she left to inform the Council of Elders of their latest plan of action. She waited impatiently as she watched them deliberate by vid-stream. She was unable to hear anything they said, since they’d defaulted to telepathic communication amongst themselves. After several minutes, one of the Elders addressed her.

“Due to the dwindling hope your recent decisions have engendered in your personnel, we feel it would be prudent for you to lead this operation yourself, Commander.”

“I’d already planned to,” she replied. She had no intention of leaving such an important mission in the hands of another. “And for your information, my personnel have dwindling hopes, as you so eloquently put it, because they’ve been asked to fight a war against impossible odds, while their governing body hides in an underground bunker on some backwater planet they’ve never even heard of. If you really wanted to boost morale, you’d come join the fleet.”

More telepathic deliberation, judging by the silent looks passing between them.

“The fleet could be replaced if lost. The Council could not.”

“Melora guide your hand in this desperate mission, Commander.”

The last was spoken by her mother just before the display went black. She touched the screen with her fingertips, tracing the ghost of her mother’s image until it faded completely. She sighed, longing for simpler times when her mother seemed to be able to make everything better—or at least easier to tolerate—with a mere hug.

She caught her reflection in the blackness and ran her fingers through her shaggy blonde hair. It had grown out quite a bit from the soft stubble of the standard-issue slave cut she’d worn her entire life. She debated whether or not to cut it off. In a little while it would be long enough to be a nuisance, but she worried what kind of message it would send to her people if she went back to wearing the shaved head of a slave.

She shrugged off the pointless line of thought and turned away. She didn’t have time for such irrelevancies. She had a mission to prepare for.





Three days later, her fleet arrived outside the star system where the detention center was located. Several of her people had been previously held there and were able to give vital information about its security measures and layout.

Her lieutenants, unaware of the Council’s recommendations, were strongly opposed to her going on the mission, citing her importance to the cause as its military leader. She ignored them and went anyway.

They landed in the middle of the night, planet time, with a dozen cloaked transports, which could carry a hundred passengers apiece, each escorted by two cloaked fighters. Her team consisted of two systems technicians and eight volunteers from the assault unit she’d handpicked and personally trained over the past couple months.

The techs efficiently bypassed all the security measures, while the Commander and her insurgents took out the few guards that crossed their path.

Not a single alarm had gone off as they furtively progressed down the last hallway to the Core Control Center. The white walls, floor, and ceiling were as sterile as the corridors of her command carrier, the familiarity of which would normally have been comforting to the Commander, but now just seemed to close in on her from every side, while the bright lights left her feeling exposed with no place to hide.

Finally, they reached the end of the hallway. One of the techs immediately set to work deactivating the access panel, while the rest stood guard. The Commander counted the seconds as she stared down the sight of her rifle to cover the left side of the other end of the hall. They were completely vulnerable here with no cover and nowhere to retreat.

We don’t have time for thi—

“Done.”

The tech scrambled out of the way as the Commander swept around to take point. She readied herself and then nodded to the tech, who palmed the lock. The door slid open and she rushed forward, the rest of her team following closely behind. The room was empty, as expected, and she breathed a short sigh of relief.

As the door slid shut behind them, the Commander turned to issue her next orders. In an instant, she dropped to her knees as if gut-kicked. She was flooded with the overwhelming emptiness of one of her people dying. Then another. And another. Death after death...

“Oh, Melora!” she gasped as she tried to block the sensations that were making her nauseous.

“Commander?”

Her senses were stronger than most. None of her team could detect what she was picking up.

“Get me an info panel! Hurry!”

One of the techs pulled up a display showing the prison’s current status. Cell after cell was shifting from red to black. She skimmed the alert message at the bottom.

“No, no, no... You bastards!”

They’d tripped a silent alarm on that last lock. The prisoners were being gassed in sequence from the first airtight cell to the last. She knew it was a failsafe tactic to keep them there trying to save their people while more troops were called in, but they didn’t have a choice.

“Shut it down! Shut it down now!”

The two techs worked as fast as they could, but by the time they’d managed to disable the failsafe, over nine hundred prisoners had been killed.

“It’s our fault. If we hadn’t come here—” one of the techs began.

“Stop. We don’t have time for self-recriminations right now. We need to get down to those cells and get the rest of our people out.” She looked at each of them in turn. “Let’s finish what we came here to do. Our people are counting on us.”

She turned and left, running down the hall without looking back to see if any of them were following her. If she had to do this alone, she would, but after a few moments she heard their steady footfalls behind her.

They reached the last of the two remaining cell blocks. One of the techs used a nearby control panel to corrupt the locking mechanisms for the individual holding cells.

Some of the prisoners cautiously peeked around the edges of the opened doors while others mindlessly shuffled out into the central corridor and lined up, obviously expecting to be taken for another shift of labor despite the late hour. When they saw the Commander and her team, they stopped, understandably confused.

»Listen to me. I speak on behalf of the Elders. Our people have begun to fight back, but we need your help. Join our cause and follow us to freedom.«

The telepathic message from the Commander was enough to convince everyone it wasn’t a trick. The masters weren’t telepathic and a lie would have been recognized by even the most simple-minded of their people.

As the team led the prisoners through the maze of corridors to the outside, the Commander contacted the unneeded transports, sending them back to the fleet and out of harm’s way, though she kept back half of the escort fighters. It was unlikely the failsafe was the only alarm they’d inadvertently triggered.

Halfway back to the remaining transport, her suspicions were confirmed when they were ambushed by ground troops, probably sent from the nearby city.

The group scattered, but the Commander felt at least a dozen of her people fall in those first few instants before they reached the edge of the forest. She heard the screams of others getting hit, but not fatally, and then she took a blast to her side. She stumbled, but didn’t go down. She had no mental energy to put towards healing, instead using every last bit to send a guiding beacon to her people so they could follow her to the transport.

»Commander, it is our honor to sacrifice our lives for you and our people who have already sacrificed so much.«

The unified thought, sent with uncontrolled emotion from three of her insurgents, made her eyes sting. She blinked hard to push the tears away so she could see the path ahead.

»Your sacrifice will live forever in our memories. Melora is with you.«

As the transport came into view, she felt the last of them disappear into nothingness.





* * *

 





“Please, Honored Elder, you need medical attention.”

She looked up into the concerned eyes of one of the rescued prisoners. She shrugged him off.

“There are plenty of others who need more help than I do. See to them.”

She tried to stand, but the transport suddenly seemed to spin out of control, and she landed hard on the metal deck.

What the...

“Help! I need help! I think she’s dying!”

I’m not dying, she thought in irritation, but neither the words nor the thought made it out of her mind and she realized she might be a little worse off than she’d thought.

It seemed an eternity later when she sensed several people gathered around her, their hands placed along her body. Healing pulses flowed through her in time with her heartbeat. She’d been healed before after particularly severe beatings, but this felt different. Maybe it was because she’d never been quite so close to death before, but it was almost as if she could sense each molecule, each atom, of healing energy as it coursed through her, seeking out the places where she needed help the most. Her own ability to heal finally kicked in and joined with the external energy, directing it to work faster.

“Melora be praised!”

“Would you look at that!”

The Commander sat up and gazed at the astonished faces surrounding her.

“What?”

She saw several of the nearest swallow, but only one of them had the temerity to speak.

“You... Well, you healed very quickly, Honored Elder. A wound like that should’ve taken several hours, but you...”

The Commander raised her eyebrows, trying to get him to continue.

“We only had our hands on you for a few minutes.”

The logical part of her mind said that was impossible, but as she stared back at the people staring at her, she knew they were in earnest. Another part of her mind, the part that held secrets she wished she didn’t know, simply saw it as one more item to add to the list.

“Well, I’m fine now. See what you can do for the others.”

The Commander got to her feet, surreptitiously checking her side to make sure it was completely healed. Only the hole in her shirt remained, surrounded by crusted blood. The skin underneath was perfectly smooth.

Something tickled her ear and she reached up a hand to brush it away, stopping abruptly when she realized it was her hair. She cautiously ran her hand over her head and swore. Her hair was at least an inch longer. Anger welled up in her, but she pushed it down, refusing to think about what it meant as she distracted herself by heading for the cockpit.

Once she was assured the escort fighters had done their job of safeguarding the transport’s retreat and were themselves on their way back to the fleet, she started a tour of the cargo hold. Most of the prisoners were injured in one way or another, though from the snippets of conversation she overheard as she passed by, many of the wounds had been sustained prior to the rescue.

As she moved through the various huddled groups towards the back of the transport, she heard a cry of pain and hurried over to help. A middle-aged man held an elderly male in his arms. A gaping wound in the old man’s stomach showed he wasn’t long for the world. Though her people could heal even extremely damaged tissue, they couldn’t replace it out of nothing and they were nowhere near the proper medical facilities.

The Commander did a double-take as she recognized the old man.

“Honored Elder?” she asked as she knelt down beside him.

He wheezed loudly with each breath, but his eyes tracked her steadily. He appeared afraid, but resolute.

The middle-aged man spoke instead.

“Who are you?”

“Fleet High Commander. We’ve been looking for him and the others, but we’ve only found thirteen of the Elders so far. How long have you been in that prison?”

The old man winced and glanced away. A moment later, the other man looked aside as well, as if considering how to respond, but then he nodded minutely. The Commander realized they were conversing telepathically and were apparently so used to doing so in front of their oblivious guards that they forgot to hide their physical cues. That sort of thing wasn’t tolerated around the masters and would’ve normally earned the two a whipping if they’d been caught at it.

“We were tossed in that hole and forgotten so long ago. I can’t even remember a time before. I—”

Suddenly, the middle-aged man stopped as the frail Elder stiffened. The Elder convulsed with several spasms and then went limp.

The Commander sensed the emptiness and bowed her head in shame. She’d barely been able to save a tenth of the prisoners they’d come for, nearly half of her team had been killed in the attempt, and now...

Now I’ve allowed one of the Elders to die.

She looked up as she felt movement. The man was gently, reverently, laying the Elder to rest on the metal deck. She stood as he stood, squaring her shoulders and waiting for his public denunciation of her incompetence. He leaned closer and lowered his voice.

“I was his son. He passed everything he knew on to me. And there’s much you need to know.”













Chapter 2

 





The Commander stood under the nose of her small scout ship, reaching up to push the module she’d just fixed back into its slot, and then scanned the system. She nodded as the power output finally reached over ninety percent. That was probably as good as it was going to get, so she moved on to the next item on her repair/upgrade list, which she’d been steadily working through for the past thirteen days. Everyone else was busy with their own repair jobs, so she’d been doing the work by herself. There were only a few items left, but it was the last and largest one that had her worried and which had required so many other upgrades in order to prep for it.

She sensed someone pause at her ship’s berth, but when they didn’t announce themselves, she ignored them and continued on with her work. Though the senior aides and officers recognized her on sight, to everyone else she appeared in her dirty coveralls to be just another pilot maintaining her ship. Most of the flight crew assigned to the hangar were also aware of who she was, but they always left her alone. Whether it was out of respect for her privacy or fear of her position, she’d never asked.

She listened as whoever it was began to mutter to himself.

“Is this some kind of practical joke? Who in their right mind would attempt a stealth mission in this piece of crap?”

The Commander felt her ears burn and immediately stepped out from behind the landing gear that had partially obscured her presence.

“May I help you with something?” she asked, though her tone was barely civil.

The young man looked up in surprise and then frowned.

“Nah. Someone probably thinks they’re being funny by sending the new guy on a phony assignment. I just came onboard a few weeks ago from Himora. Junior-grade ship’s tech, third class, at your service,” he said as he offered a slight bow at the waist.

The Commander looked him over, her indignation forgotten as her curiosity got the better of her at the mention of her birth planet.

Judging by the tech’s informality, he’d probably been born and raised on Himora, which was one of their oldest hidden colonies. His skin was tanned and his hair was long, though it was pulled back into a knot at the base of his neck, presumably to keep it out of the way.

She unconsciously reached up and cupped the back of her own head, a faint memory of long hair flowing across her shoulders as she ran through sun-warmed grass forcing its way up from the back of her mind. Then the sharp buzz of clippers and wisps of hair falling in front of her face and her life as she knew it was gone. What would it have been like to grow up free from oppression? Free to walk around a countryside untouched by their masters, who seemed to be obsessed with developing nearly every inch of every planet they conquered.

Her sense of longing returned, but she shoved it down, even as she acknowledged it was getting harder to do every time.

“What was your assignment?”

“Oh, I was supposed to install a cloak on the ship berthed here for some special mission, a total rush job they said, but they had to be lying. This thing’s so old, there’s no way—”

“Who placed the requisition for the cloak?”

The tech picked up the digital readout from the front of the hover pallet carrying the cloaking module to show her.

“It says the Fleet High Commander, but—”

She walked forward and placed her palm on the bottom half of the screen and then used the stylus to add her signature. The tech looked down as the screen turned blue to indicate the Commander’s authorization had been accepted.

“Crap. I’m about to become junior-grade, one-hundredth class, aren’t I?”

“Not if you can get that cloaking module installed in this ship in the next few hours. I asked for the best tech for the job. Did they send the right one?”

He stood a little straighter.

“My rank is just because I’m new. I’ve been studying ship schematics, both our designs and alien ones, since I could crawl. I’m the best ship’s tech you’ve got.”

The Commander smiled.

“Then why don’t we get to work?”





* * *

 





Getting the cloaking module installed proved to be more difficult and time-consuming than either of them had imagined, even with all the careful planning the Commander had already put into it. After several hours of cramped, meticulous work, the tech finally requested a break, unable to match the Commander’s stamina. As the Commander continued to work on patching the module’s newer components into her ship’s older systems, she hardly wasted a moment to wave him away.

“Go ahead. I can handle the rest of it.”

The tech scowled.

“You need a break, too. Melora knows how long you were working before I showed up and you haven’t even paused for a breath since we started this.” He slid out of the tight compartment and dusted himself off. “Come on. We can stretch our legs, get something to eat, and then come back refreshed and ready to beat this thing into submission, yeah?”

She considered brushing him off. She didn’t really need a break. She’d been forced to work for entire days before without rest or sustenance. She could easily continue for twice as long as she’d already gone so far without food or respite.

Then she heard her mother’s voice, as if the woman was whispering in her ear.

If you treat yourself as poorly as the masters treat you, what is the point of being free?

The Commander sighed and stopped what she was doing. She understood what her mother had been trying to tell her, but she didn’t really agree with the sentiment. She wouldn’t win this war by being nice to herself.

However, she’d been going almost non-stop since the Elder’s son, now an officially recognized Elder himself, had informed her of the critical information his father had been protecting all these years. She imagined the tech would be shocked to know she hadn’t had much more than a handful of naps and even fewer ration bars over the past couple weeks in her efforts to prepare for her covert mission to an uncharted planet.

Though the Commander secretly took great pride in such self-sacrifice, she wasn’t so deluded as to believe she could continue like that forever. Even she had her limits.

The Commander maneuvered herself out of the confined space and came to stand next to the tech.

“After you,” she said and gestured for him to precede her.

She followed him to the lift, which carried them to the deck where the galley was located. After waiting in line for a short time, the Commander’s turn finally came and she placed her palm on the scanner. The screen listed her available rations and she decided to go ahead and accept all of them before the computer flagged her for possible hoarding or suicide by starvation, a precaution she’d instituted herself after several fatal incidents. Four large packets of water and eight small squares wrapped in crinkly silver paper fell into a bin from a slot in the wall. She quickly scooped them up and shoved them into the pockets on her coveralls before anyone could see how much she had.

She hadn’t received any more rations than anyone else was entitled to. It was just that she hadn’t claimed her previous day’s rations. Or that morning’s either.

She waited for the tech to get his single water packet and two ration bars, and then they found a small table in a corner of the large mess hall to sit and eat.

It still felt odd to her to do that. Normally, she would have received her food and immediately headed back to work, eating on the way, but now she sat down to eat like a decadent master.

The thought made her uneasy and she quickly tore off and ate the edible wrapping that had been specially designed to eliminate the need for trash disposal. The crusty brown bars themselves, universally dubbed ‘slave rations,’ had also been designed with economy in mind. They required no heating or utensils and were complete with all the macro- and micro-nutrients her species needed.

Unfortunately, they tasted as bad as they looked. The Commander forced herself to nibble a corner of the bar, then took a huge gulp of stale water to try to wash the awful taste away. She knew she was only prolonging her torture, but she just couldn’t quite muster the courage to shove the whole thing in her mouth and get it over with. The last time she’d tried that, it hadn’t stayed down very long.

Finally, about three-quarters of the way through, and having just finished off the last of her water packets, she’d had all she could take, so she set it down on the table and stood up. The tech had long since finished his rations and was ready to leave as well. The Commander glanced back, not surprised when someone at a nearby table snatched up the remnants of the abandoned bar and immediately shared it with her comrades.

She pulled the other seven bars from her pockets and quietly dropped them on several different tables she passed by on her way to toss her empty water packets into the recycling chute. She paused as the tech discarded his own drained water packet and then they headed out of the mess hall.

As they waited for the lift, the Commander sensed the tech watching her.

“Either speak or don’t.”

The tech cleared his throat as they entered the lift. They were alone.

“Do you always starve yourself so others may eat?”

The question was more direct than she’d been prepared for.

“I guess I don’t normally think about it like that. I’ve just never tolerated the food very well and if I can’t eat it, someone else who can should have it.”

“What about the masters’ food? There must have been stores on board when—”

“There were. They didn’t last a week. And I knew I wouldn’t be able to continue to have such delicacies, so I decided not to tempt myself.”

“And it left more for others. I’m sensing a pattern here.”

The tech smiled and the Commander realized he was gently teasing her. No one had done that with her in years. Not even her mother. Especially not recently.

“Is that why you’re taking that antique on this mission? So you won’t deprive the fleet of a valuable ship?”

The Commander grimaced. That had been one of her reasons, but not the main one.

“That ‘antique’ saved my life and my mother’s.”

The lift doors opened and they headed down the corridor to the hangar bay.

“So where did you find it? They stopped building those over a hundred years ago.”

“My mother’s master won it in some high-priced auction, but that was only so he could enter it in a demolition contest and watch it get pummeled.”

On the free market, the scout ship was considered a collector’s item, which was why her mother’s master had wanted it so badly. To be able to show such disregard for something so precious conferred prestige in certain circles of their society.

“After the contest was over, my mother requested to salvage it. Since she’d served his household well over the years, her master let her keep it, though technically it was never hers and we feared he would take it back at any moment.”

They entered the hangar bay and headed for the ship.

“My mother and I spent all our spare time getting it space worthy again, though we made sure to leave the outside looking beat up, so he never knew how close we were to finishing the repairs.”

They came to a stop in front of the small scout ship. The Commander lifted her arm and fondly ran the tips of her fingers along the hull.

“When the time finally came, this old ship flew perfectly, helping us escape to Rastis and our hidden camp there before we could be arrested for treason.”

 More recently during their last stop at Himora, her mother had decided to stay behind with the other Elders and had gifted the ship to her before leaving. It was the first and only piece of property the Commander had ever owned.

“I know this ship inside and out. If the worst should happen, this is the only ship I have full confidence I could repair if necessary.”

“What if you took along someone like me? I can fix any ship in the fleet, so you could choose whichever one was the best for the mission and—”

“I already have. This ship is small, maintains a low energy profile, and with the cloak will be invisible to most scans. There’s no better ship in the fleet for this mission.”

The tech opened his mouth to continue his argument, but the Commander held up a hand.

“Let’s get back to work, shall we? I have a schedule to keep.”





* * *

 





Many hours later and long after the tech had left to get some sleep, the Commander completed the last of the repairs. Just as she was about to move on to the next item on her to-do list, she heard the timid voice of one of her senior aides speak up behind her.

“Honored Elder? May I please have a moment of your time?”

She cringed, not only at the title, which she didn’t deserve, but at the tone of veneration as well. She was hardly older than the aide himself, but ever since the rescue mission when she’d announced that she spoke for the Elders, word had spread and now everyone was trying to accord her the same respect as a member of the Council.

She sighed as she carefully set her tools back on the cart and wiped her dirty hands on a rag, using the time it took to calm her frustration. Lashing out at the aide would only confuse him and would serve no purpose other than to release her anger on a defenseless target. That would make her no better than one of their masters. Luckily for the Commander, courtesy was ingrained in her people as a matter of survival, so it wasn’t that difficult for her to plaster on her own best slave face before she finally turned around.

“How may I be of assistance?”

The aide seemed to relax and handed over a display with his report. She’d been expecting it, since she’d requested to see an inventory of their dwindling resources before she left.

Even though they’d recently resupplied, they were still dangerously low on food, and their air, water, fuel, and other supplies weren’t much better. They had enough food for a month, two if they started minimal rationing now, maybe as much as three to four if they instituted extreme measures. Either way, in uncharted space, that didn’t allow for a large margin of error. Their fleet’s cargo bays could have held enough for several years, but they hadn’t been full when they’d stolen the ships in the first place, so now they were stuck with what they could scrounge up.

She entered her signature of receipt and then added her orders. Extreme rationing now could mean the difference between life and death. Her people were used to deprivation. They’d handle it, though she knew some of them were regretting leaving the safety of their masters’ employ. For herself, she didn’t think she’d have any trouble with the rationing.

She added her official title and signature to confirm the orders and then handed back the display. The aide bowed and hurried off.

The Commander went back to preparing the scout ship for her departure. Some changes of clothes, survival and utility gear, a week’s water and ration bars according to the orders she’d just issued, and a few other odds and ends went into the storage compartment behind the co-pilot’s seat.

She performed the external pre-flight check, confirming all her recent repairs had returned the battered ship to more or less working order, and then contacted Command and Control to let them know she was ahead of schedule and almost ready to leave. She remained in the busy hangar to change out of her tattered clothing and into a fresh flight suit, and then started up the side of the ship, moving from one handhold to the next towards the open cockpit.

»Please wait!«

The sudden intrusion into her mind startled her, and she nearly missed the next handhold. The words alone would have been acceptable, but experiencing the unedited emotions attached to the telepathic communication caught her off guard. Of the few people she’d shared emotions with in her life, only her mother was still alive, and even she hadn’t dared to touch the Commander’s mind in years.

The Commander looked down just as her second-in-command came jogging into the hangar bay. She struggled to keep her expression blank as she waited for the older woman to catch her breath so she could explain herself. When her lieutenant remained silent, she spoke, unable to keep the irritation out of her voice.

“What’s your problem, Lieutenant?”

The lieutenant frowned.

“Forgive me, Commander. I wanted to make sure I caught you before you left.”

“Fine. What do you need?”

“With respect, I was hoping I might still have a chance to change your mind.”

The Commander barely refrained from rolling her eyes. She shook her head as she went back to climbing into the cockpit.

“I really don’t have time—”

“Then make time.”

The straightforward demand was surprising to both of them, but after a moment, the Commander turned her face away to hide her smirk as she briefly wondered if she was starting to rub off on the older woman. She climbed down and stood to face her lieutenant, intentionally softening her voice as she tried to be soothing.

“I know you mean well, but... You know how important this is to me. The other scouting missions were routine. This one... I have to attend to this one personally. You must realize that, don’t you?”

“But you could at least take a tactical squad with you for protection. I can have a heavy fighter with a four-unit team ready to escort you in less than an hour.”

The Commander shook her head.

“No, we’ve been over this. The probe showed the planet’s inhabitants have increased their technology level compared to our older intel, but a single ship should still be able to land without setting off any alarms. More than that and we could put the whole planet on alert. We’re already fighting one war. We don’t need to start another.”

“But you shouldn’t be the one doing this. You’re too important to—”

“Your objection has been noted, Lieutenant.”

“But Commander, I strongly—”

“I said no, Lieutenant.”

The Commander held her face impassive as the other woman snapped her jaw shut and suddenly squared her shoulders. The lieutenant nodded once, formally, and finally replied.

“Understood, Honored Elder. I’ll be awaiting your safe return.”

Then she turned on her heel and left.

The Commander shook her head. She said that just to get under my skin.

Part of her was hurt by the dig, but another part of her couldn’t help being proud of how her lieutenant had refused to be dissuaded. Her people needed to learn how to be aggressive, to fight for what they wanted and believed in. Such a trivial matter, yet it gave her hope that they could make that leap from obedient servants to free and independent thinking individuals. They would need to learn balance, since both attitudes had their pros and cons, but that would come in time with patience and practice.

The Commander made her way back up to the cockpit and sealed the hatch. She finished her pre-flight check and received clearance for takeoff.

As she weaved her vessel between the ships of her fleet, she wondered, not for the first time, if they truly stood a fighting chance or if she was leading her people to their deaths. She supposed in some respects it didn’t matter. Either way, they couldn’t live as slaves any longer. It wasn’t really living and most of them had decided death was preferable. At the very least, maybe they would give some of the other slave races a fighting chance to start their own uprisings.

It all hinged on what she found during this mission and whether the lost outpost she was going off to scout held everything she hoped it would. With the other hidden colonies they’d contacted, she’d had a pretty good idea going in what they had to offer and it wasn’t much. It was this one, the unknown, that could turn the tide and finally give them the numbers they needed to bring the fight to their masters. If she could complete the personal mission her mother had requested of her when they’d first learned of the missing outpost, all the better.

She just needed to hurry. According to their latest intel, their masters weren’t sitting idly by waiting for their wayward slaves to return with an armada. They’d begun systematically seeking out every possible hiding place in an attempt to find and destroy them, which meant she had to get to their people first and time was running out.

As she moved away from the fleet, she refocused on the scout ship’s navigation panels, which were flickering between safe and caution, something she was quite used to given the age of the ship. She made a few corrections to the plotted course and set the autonav to begin the sequence that would take her ship outside normal space-time, so she could bypass the light-year of distance between her fleet’s current position and her intended destination. She held her breath, knowing this would be the worst possible moment for the ship to decide to malfunction, but the transition went smoothly, so she relaxed. Now, she just had a few hours to kill.

She reached for the info pad she’d stashed in the co-pilot’s seat and turned it on. Their probes had picked up thousands of signals coming from the planet and some of her people’s most gifted linguists had managed to identify about a dozen of the most common languages. As part of their reconnaissance for her upcoming mission, the specialists had not only learned each language themselves in less than a day, but had also put together a series of lessons for her to work through.

Like all her people, she had a knack for languages, but she wasn’t nearly that fast. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the week of dedicated study it usually took her to absorb a new language and that was only when she was around people who spoke it natively. So while waiting for different parts to come in over the past couple days, instead of sleeping, she’d spent every spare second learning how to mimic the distinct pronunciations to reduce any possible accent that might make her stand out. She’d also gone over the visual symbols that represented those sounds in the hopes that it would allow her to find her way around more easily.

She suppressed a yawn as she picked up where she’d left off and diligently practiced the different phrases in each of the languages. Some of the words were difficult to wrap her tongue around. Others made her laugh as the foreign sounds came together to form curse words or nonsensical phrases in some of the languages she already knew from working with so many diverse species. She was just about to progress to her third set of lessons when the ship announced it was time to reenter normal space.

The transition went perfectly and she immediately brought up the ship’s new cloaking system. It would keep her from being detected by the natives’ technology, including visible and infrared light, along with sonar, magnetic, and microwave sensors. It also covered several other means of detection used by her people, just in case the natives were further along than they appeared.

The Commander pinged the nearest relay satellite for an update. Half a dozen of the fist-sized black spheres circled the planet and had been doing so for the past three days, gathering intelligence on the unsuspecting inhabitants and relaying the information back to the fleet. Besides allowing her people to compile language data, the probes had also been passively searching for specific signals that might mean someone was trying to contact them.

The latest results scrolled across her screen and she sighed. There was only the jumbled mess of unshielded planetary communications. Most of the signals appeared to be encrypted, but nothing that indicated they were meant for her people. She gave up on an easy solution and headed in for a standard orbit.

She came closer to the planet from sun side, knowing doing so would make it even more difficult for the natives to detect her against the power of their own star’s brightness.

Her breath caught as the day side of the planet filled her view.

She’d seen images of her people’s many worlds from before their enslavement. Nearly all of them had looked like this one, with gorgeous blue oceans and vibrant green landmasses occasionally dotted with white wisps of clean water vapor. Now their worlds were overrun with cities, and millions of air and water scrubbers ran night and day to negate the effects of pollution and overpopulation. The only sources of plants and animals were a few wildlife preserves set aside for luxury entertainment and those that were maintained on vast automated farms kept solely to feed their pampered masters and which were guarded more vigorously than even their prisons.

It looks just like Himora, her mind easily supplied and she blinked hard at the thought as a sense of yearning swept through her.

She forced herself to look away, refusing to dwell on the loss she felt at having been denied that life. She had no right to feel sorry for herself. She had a duty to her people and her sacrifice had been no greater than anyone else’s.

Besides, they’d only found Himora a couple hundred years ago and it was likely the masters would discover it in less than another hundred as part of their systematic search for livable systems, maybe sooner with the masters’ current push to find their hidden bases. Then it would share the same fate as the others as it was conquered and colonized, and her people would have to find another habitable location for their renegade government.

Unless she could succeed in her current mission. Then maybe...

She shook her head. She didn’t have time for fantasies of a life that would likely never come to pass. First things first. She just needed to focus on the task at hand and get the job done.

As she guided her ship around to the planet’s night side, she kept an eye on her trajectory. Images from the probes had shown where the greatest concentrations of population were located and she’d chosen one of the densest in hopes of having a better chance of blending in. She glanced up from the readouts and was once again mesmerized by what she saw. A cloudless night gave her a clear view of bright orange-yellow lights spread in starburst patterns across the landmass below and a sudden longing welled up inside her chest.

The Commander tried to stop the thoughts even as she had them. I wish I didn’t have to go back. I don’t want to fight a war. If only I could just stay here.

She shook her head at her continued weakness. Her people needed her. Abandoning them wasn’t an option. They’d be appalled to know she’d even contemplated such a thing.

She resolutely put the thoughts out of her mind and brought her attention back to the mission. She checked her seat straps one last time to prepare for atmospheric entry. She continued to watch the panels, making adjustments where needed, and then the ship suddenly jerked, throwing her hard against her seat restraints, and all the alarms seemed to go off at once.

The Commander quickly read over the error messages scrolling up the panels. According to the computer, the cloaking system had suffered some kind of catastrophic failure and burned out the surrounding components, which included propulsion, inertia stabilizers, and the heat shield.

If she was lucky enough not to burn up on entry, she was either going to be battered to a gushy mess inside the cockpit or leave a pretty crater on the ground when she slammed into it at terminal velocity. She was also probably a blazing bright dot on the natives’ scopes now.

She tuned out the blaring sirens, not even sparing a moment to turn them off as she double-checked her flight suit to make sure all the edges were sealed with her boots and gloves, and then pulled on the self-sealing helmet. The pressure veins in the suit would keep her from decompressing in space, while the specially formulated material would protect her far better than the now defunct heat shield, which was allowing the interior of the cockpit to heat up at an alarming rate.

She hit the eject button.

Nothing happened.

She slammed her palm down onto the button again and again, but the clamps refused to release either her seat or the domed canopy.

She panicked. She pushed at the canopy, praying for it to let go as the heat in the cockpit began to melt the console, causing smoke to fill the cabin. Her flight suit was doing its job of providing heat dispersion, but she knew it was only rated to do that for a few minutes at best. A surge of adrenaline helped her redouble her efforts and she pressed against the canopy with all her might as she willed the thing to simply move.

Suddenly, the canopy ripped away, taking the smoke with it, and she saw the outlines of trees that reminded her of Himora and those last few precious hours she’d spent with her mother. It had been so peaceful there.

She tried the eject button again, hoping against all odds that it would work now that the canopy was gone, but the seat remained locked in place. She fumbled with the seat restraints, but they wouldn’t budge and she realized the intense heat had probably fused the internal mechanisms.

Tears streamed down her face as she finally accepted there was nothing she could do. The scout ship was crumbling around her. What hadn’t torn off seemed to be on fire as she hurtled towards the ground. She looked up to see stars in the night sky and tried to hold on to the memories of the peaceful little village her mother had settled into. Then the flames engulfed her vision and she screamed.





* * *

 





“Where’d the ship land?”

“It descended fast, Sir. Crashed right into the Adirondacks.”

“How close to population?”

“Based on its trajectory, it should’ve landed several miles from any populated areas.”

“Roads?”

“No, Sir, just a few hiking trails. We have some maps from the Forest Service, but a lot of the trails up there are unmarked. I was thinking we could requisition a helo from the base and—”

The Director snorted.

“You call that keeping a low profile?” He shook his head in disapproval, receiving an appropriately chastised look, then went back to perusing the report in front of him. “Besides, by the time one of the higher-ups over there decided the weather was good enough to authorize the release of one of their fifty million dollar toys, you might as well’ve driven there.” He flipped a page of the report. “It says right here there’s a weather advisory for a possible blizzard anyway.”

“I checked on that and I was told it’s likely to blow over.”

“That’s North Country we’re talking about, Agent Cross. The weather up there is unpredictable at best. No, you’d be better off catching a flight to the base and getting a couple cars from there.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The Director took a few more minutes to skim the rest of the pages and finally looked up.

“All right. Get your team over there, but be quiet about it. And put someone on the newswires. At the first mention of a meteor or a UFO, I want a press release issued stating that one of our planes crashed and the pilot is being rescued.”

“Yes, Sir. What about the locals?”

“Just tell them the plane is experimental and the project is classified. We’ll be getting our man out ourselves, so we won’t need their help, just their cooperation.”

“Understood.”

Agent Cross left to put his new orders into effect.

The Director remained seated at his large wooden desk and glanced over the report once again.

A craft approximately twenty meters long had entered the atmosphere at 1907 and begun a nose-dive for New York. It wasn’t one of NASA’s and it didn’t match the profile of any ships from any other countries, so it had been classified as unidentifiable. That designation had kicked the matter all the way up the ladder until it had finally landed on his desk.

The Director set the report back down and checked his watch. It was 1932. Due to the remote location, it would take his people at least eight hours to arrive at the nearest town. Then it was anybody’s guess as to how long it would take them to find the crash site. If they were lucky, they might be able to use snowmobiles, but it was just as likely they’d be forced to walk in or ski. He sat back in his leather chair and sighed.

“Finally. After all this time. I’ve been waiting for you.”





* * *

 





She staggered around in a circle, half hunched over and holding her pounding head. Her hair was gone, but the detail hardly registered as flashes of light feeling more like concussion grenades exploded behind her tightly shut eyelids. Over the ringing in her ears, she could faintly hear her own screams and forced herself to stop making the tortured sounds.

She pried her eyes open and went completely still at what she saw. In every direction, strange dark trees, several of which were on fire, rose up into the night sky, which held an unfamiliar nearly full moon close to zenith. Behind her, the snow-covered ground had a huge black gouge cut out of it. Chunks of burning debris littered the immediate area and she couldn’t help wondering what had caused such devastation.

In answer, her mind bombarded her with a flurry of images and sensations. She screamed in agony as a wave of remembered pain flooded her body and sent her to her knees. She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes to try to blot out the terror-filled visions, but it didn’t stop the excruciating pain wracking her body. She felt as if she was being burned alive, even as she lay curled up in the snow.

With every fiber of her being, she willed the unbearable memories as far back into her mind as she could push them, not caring that she was pushing the rest of her memories away as well, as long as the pain went with them. Eventually, the pain receded to a more tolerable level and she was able to open her eyes once more.

The sound of groaning metal came from overhead and she looked up just in time to see a burning mass of twisted debris breaking free from the rest of the wreckage directly above her. She scrambled out of the way, but the impact of the heavy slab sent exploding bits in every direction and some of it connected with the back half of her body. Welts rose instantly everywhere the scorching fragments touched her and pieces of shrapnel embedded themselves in her muscles, including a large shard that pierced her back and protruded out of the front of her shoulder. Pain flared sharp and bright, overriding her senses, and only one thought remained.

Run! Get away!

She took off, heading down since it was easier than up. Every step brought fresh pain, but it only spurred her to keep moving. The orange glow from the trail of burning wreckage grew fainter as she continued staggering down the slope and was replaced by the bluish tinge of moonlight.

The forest was quiet, except for the sound of her bare feet crunching through the snow and the occasional resettling of a tree branch heavy with ice. She kept moving, bracing her weight on nearby trees to keep from falling as she passed by.

She felt something brush her hand and saw the remnants of a sleeve cuff dangling from her wrist. She stopped as she tried to understand its significance. For a moment, she remembered it was part of her flight suit and suddenly realized she was naked and very cold. She started to hug her arms around herself as she shivered, then cried out with the pain of moving her arm.

She looked down to see a jagged piece of metal sticking out of her shoulder joint surrounded by trails of dried blood covering her arm and chest, and nearly passed out at the sight. She leaned against a nearby tree and panted as she focused all her mental energy on pushing the foreign object from her body. She simultaneously healed the wound as the shard slowly worked its way out of her back until it fell to the ground with a soft crunch.

New warmth dripped down her back as blood pooled in what was left of the open wound and she fought to stop the flow in order to retain as much of her body’s precious cells as possible to help with the healing. The conscious act caused her mind to automatically send warm healing pulses throughout the rest of her body, which pushed the other pieces of shrapnel out as well and repaired her damaged skin and torn muscles. She hardly noticed when the extended healing session also caused her hair to grow out until it brushed past her shoulders, though she appreciated the little extra warmth. She felt the last of her cells knitting themselves together and sagged in exhaustion against the tree.

Her head was pounding and a wave of dizziness nearly sent her to the ground. She reached out to steady herself against a tree trunk and noticed a piece of cloth loosely wrapped around her wrist. It meant nothing to her and she absently pulled it off before continuing on her way.

Clouds moved in, darkening the bright moonlit sky to a dim gray and it began to snow. Large flakes fell in clumps, landing on her shoulders and catching in her hair. As they melted from the touch of her heated skin, they released tiny rivulets of water that worked to wash away the dried blood. She hugged herself against the biting cold, unconsciously sending random healing pulses to try to keep herself warm.

As the wind picked up, the flakes lost their fluffiness, becoming smaller and colder. The hard needlelike pellets stung her cheeks and arms. She tried to hold her hands up in front of her face to block the driving snow, but that left her torso exposed, so she went back to hugging herself.

As the storm raged on, what little moisture remained on her skin froze, coating her in a layer of ice. More ice crystals formed on her eyelashes until she could only squint against the harsh wind. The last vestiges of the most recent healing pulse faded and she began to shiver uncontrollably.

Time ceased to have any meaning. She felt as though she had always been walking like this. There was no past or future, only now. She kept putting one foot in front of the other, even as the snow became deeper and deeper. After some time, it reached up past her knees, making every step that much more difficult, until it became nearly impossible for her to move. Eventually, she stopped shivering, her whole body having gone numb to the cold.

She leaned against a tree to rest and closed her eyes against the biting snow. Consciousness started to leave her and she slid down the tree, the rough bark digging into her lower back, though she could hardly feel it through her frozen skin. In a last-ditch effort to save herself, her mind gathered what was left of her reserves and sent a final healing pulse through her tortured body, but it only raised her temperature by a few degrees and did nothing to heal the scratches she’d gained from the shrubs she’d passed through on her way down the mountain.

The sudden snapping of a tree branch heavy with accumulated snow and ice made her panic and she took off again, stumbling headlong through the trees.

Suddenly, there were no more trees and the ground was flat. She barely had time to catch herself as her legs hit some kind of obstruction and she started to topple forward into the blackness beyond a steep drop-off. She scrabbled for any kind of handhold and quickly pulled herself back over the barrier and away from the edge of the cliff, not stopping until she was once again near the relative safety of the tree line.

As she climbed unsteadily to her feet, she heard a faint rumbling sound that grew louder with each passing moment. She turned to hide among the trees, but the sudden motion caused a new wave of dizziness that sent the world spinning, and she dropped where she was. She opened her eyes one last time to see two bright lights side by side through the falling snow. Then she passed out.













Chapter 3

 





“I think this is the last of it,” Jess said as she backed through the swinging kitchen door, her arms laden with a stack of dirty dishes.

“Thank the gods. Just put them on the counter,” Alice said and gestured with her chin, since she was busy at the sink.

Jess carefully set the plates and silverware in the only empty spot.

“You ready for me to take over yet?” Jess offered.

Alice smiled as she finished rinsing off a soapy cup and gingerly placed it on top of the other dishes.

“Nah, but I’d appreciate a hand with drying. I’m running out of room.”

Jess nodded. The pile on top of the dish rack looked like it might topple over at any second. She grabbed a towel and got to work.

“So, how goes the war?” Alice asked.

“Pretty quickly. Last time I checked, they’d already reached level four.”

“I still can’t believe that was all he wanted for his sixteenth birthday, just a couple new games and that drawing software.”

“Well, it wasn’t all he wanted.”

Alice smiled in triumph.

“I knew it. I knew you were hiding something. You got him a car, didn’t you?”

“You did not know. And no, I didn’t.” Jess set a newly dried plate in the cabinet and grabbed another. “I was going to let Jason tell you when you came over, but I don’t think he’ll mind. You know how he’s been working off and on at the Winston farm for the past few years. Well, it’s been almost a year since old Mr. Winston passed and with Barbara inheriting, it’s all kind of gone to hell. You’ve been out there, you’ve seen.”

Alice nodded and replied over her shoulder.

“Poor woman doesn’t know the first thing about horse breeding or running a farm, and in this economy, she’s been having a hell of a time selling off the horses to liquidate the estate...”Alice paused as her jaw dropped open. “You didn’t.”

Jess grinned.

“Actually, I didn’t. Not completely. Jason’s using most of his savings to pay outright for those abandoned horses Winston took in and I’ve promised to cover the costs of their upkeep for one year in return for twenty percent of the profits from that trail riding business Jason started up last summer. What he doesn’t know is that I’ve already closed the deal and also negotiated the price down another twenty-five hundred, so all told, it’s only going to cost my boy roughly twelve thousand for four registered quarter horses worth five times that.”

Alice shook her head and made a tsking sound.

“You little swindler, you,” she said with a smile.

Jess rolled her eyes.

“Not hardly. Barbara knows what the horses are worth, but she also knows she’s not going to get that amount unless she holds on to them for a few more years, and even that’s a crapshoot at best. And with what the whole place is costing her in upkeep, it’s just not worth it to her.” Jess turned her back to put away a cup. “She’s, um, she’s also agreed to let me lease the land for a small rental fee.”

Alice paused in mid-wash.

“You went ahead with that? I know you were talking about wanting to buy the place, but you said you didn’t think you could do it. I take it you’re leasing to own?”

Jess turned back around and nodded her head as she held her best friend’s gaze.

“Do you think I’m crazy?”

Alice went back to washing to get some space to think.

“It’s a lot of land. Are you sure you can afford it? I mean with Jason practically out the door on his way to college... Oh, I meant to ask you how that was going. Did you make any more headway with Principal Holden? I know you were supposed to talk with him yesterday.”

Jess snorted.

“The man’s an idiot. It doesn’t matter to him that Jason tests at college level in every academic area they can measure. Apparently, my son is too young to handle the rigors of college life. And when I pointed out that he only planned to take online courses this first year, all he said was that Jason could do that while he was still attending high school, so what was my problem?”

“And you told him...”

“Jason has gotten all he’s going to get out of high school. If I can’t get him into an academic program that challenges him, he’s going to drop out.”

Alice glanced at Jess.

“He’s that frustrated?”

“He already knows all the material. Can you imagine if you had to participate in a kindergarten class, how boring that would be?”

“I don’t know, I might enjoy the rest. A little nap-time, some finger-painting...” Alice caught the glare and smiled. “But I know what you mean. And you said the college won’t take him without a diploma?”

“Or at least a GED. He’s too young to enroll as an adult.”

“What if you—”

The kitchen door swung open and the father of one of Jason’s friends poked his head inside.

“Hey, we just heard on the radio. You know that weather advisory? Well, it just became an alert.”

“How bad?” Alice asked.

“Bad. They’re saying it could be another Valentine’s Day.”

“Shit,” Jess swore under her breath.

They’d received three and a half feet of snow during that blizzard and hadn’t been plowed out for over a week.

As the man left, Jess turned to Alice, but the woman was already turning off the water and taking the towel from Jess’s hands to dry her own.

“Go. I’m guessing we don’t have much time before we get thoroughly dumped on.”

Jess nodded and went out into the living room where the other parents were with their kids, gathering their things and pulling on coats. She smiled and offered her thanks for their attendance at her son’s birthday party, but kept moving. Alice stopped to make sure everyone was taken care of, while Jess headed down to the finished basement. She found her son still playing Call of Honor: Space Wars VII with his best friend, Carson, Alice’s son.

“All right, guys, time to pack it up,” Jess said and received a chorus of groans.

“But it’s still early.”

“We need to get home, Jase. We’ve got a storm bearing down on us and we don’t have much time.”

Jason continued to shoot at his attackers where they were projected onto one entire blank wall. The gaming console read the movements of his gloved hands, chest vest, and the plastic rifle he was holding as he aimed and took out another enemy soldier.

“I know, but do we have to go right this second? We’ve almost made it to the aliens’ outpost where they’re holding the rest of our team captive. If we can get them all out alive, we’ll get like a million bonus points and then we can upgrade our equipment so we can storm the stronghold. It’ll only take a few minutes.”

Jess grabbed her boots from where she’d left them earlier and barely took the time to sit down and zip them up.

“We don’t have a few minutes. If this storm gets as bad as they think it might, we could be stuck here for days.”

“Come on, it won’t be that bad. The truck’s got four-wheel-drive.”

“Four-wheel-drive won’t help us much if the snow’s over our heads. Now save your game and turn it off, Jase. We don’t have time for this.”

Carson had already stopped playing, acquiescing to the adult authority in the room, for which Jess was grateful. She stood up and waited.

“Jase?”

“All right, all right,” Jason sighed dramatically and paused the game, entering the save menu and then shutting it down. “Happy now?”

“Deliriously. Now get your stuff and come on.”

She jogged up the stairs just in time to see Alice helping one of the mothers get her coat on.

Alice noticed Jess and came over to her. She kept her voice low as she spoke.

“Why don’t you go say goodbye to Anna,” she said, bumping Jess’s hip and nodding towards the woman in question who was doing up the buttons on her daughter’s coat. “You know, I caught her watching you a few times earlier. I think she’s definitely interested.”

Jess snuck a quick glance over Alice’s shoulder, then ducked back and sighed.

“I don’t think so. You know my rules. No one in town and certainly not the mother of one of Jason’s friends. Do you have any idea what kind of gossip that would kick off? He has enough to deal with without opening him up to that kind of teasing.”

Alice frowned.

“I don’t think it’s Jason you’re trying to protect here.”

Jess didn’t answer as she busied herself with looking through her bag for something, though she had no idea what and hoped Alice wouldn’t ask.

“Come on. Anna’s great. She’s really nice and it would be good for you to get out there. And like you said earlier, Jason’s going to be out of high school and into college before you know it. Then what will your excuse be?”

“Probably that I’m too busy with working on the farm,” Jess muttered and then looked up to see Alice smiling and shaking her head. “Look, I’m just... I really don’t want the complication right now. I’ve got enough on my plate without adding something like that into the mix.”

“Fine, but I still say you’re missing out. That woman has sexy librarian down to a T,” Alice said and then walked away to help the rest of her guests.

Jess snorted. Alice was straight as an arrow, but had no problem commenting on her fellow women, which had made Jess feel more at ease in the first few seconds she’d met her than in her entire life up to then.

Jess finally found what she’d originally been looking for, which were the keys to her truck, and headed for the coat closet. She saw Alice usher the last family out the door. By the porch light, Jess could see it was already coming down pretty hard, with half-dollar-sized snowflakes racing each other to the ground.

“Damn.”

Alice turned around and winced as she pulled her knit shawl closer around her shoulders.

“Maybe you should stay here tonight.”

Jess shook her head.

“I don’t want to chance getting snowed in. I made sure the animals were taken care of for tonight before we came over, but I need to be there to check on them in the morning.”

Alice nodded. As one of the area’s large animal vets, she was fully aware of the bond between the farmers and their livestock and couldn’t really argue. She felt the same way.

“Well, let’s get you going then. The sooner you leave, the sooner you’ll get home safe,” Alice said as she busied herself with locating Jess and Jason’s things in the living room.

Jess turned to go check on Jason’s progress just as he and Carson came up the stairs. She paused to watch them as they joked around with each other.

Every now and then, she couldn’t help thinking how much Jason had taken after his father. While Carson was the spitting image of his mother, with curly, light brown hair and deep brown eyes, Jason didn’t even look like he was related to Jess. His hair was dark blond, while Jess’s was black, and his hazel-green eyes were a far cry from Jess’s ice blue ones. The only place he made up for it was in the height department, where he was fast catching up to Jess, who was just shy of six feet.

Jess suppressed a grin as she caught some of their conversation. Both boys had begun shaving several months ago and were constantly playing with the designs of their facial hair. At the moment, Jason was sticking with an outline of his jaw and no mustache, since his last date had told him she didn’t like kissing him with the extra hair on his upper lip. Carson was advocating for his own preference, which was a scruffy five o’clock shadow. Then again, as she heard Jason point out, Carson hadn’t had a date in over a month. Regardless of their shaving habits, both boys looked like they were in their twenties, which left Jess a little worried, memories of her own misspent youth not encouraging her in the slightest.

Alice came up next to her and put her hand on Jess’s shoulder.

“They grow up way too fast, don’t they,” Alice commented quietly.

Jess came back from her musings and smiled at the knowing look. Alice was ten years her senior, but they’d gone through their pregnancies at the same time. That shared experience had bonded them and Alice had become something of a big sister to her over the years.

“Where the hell did the time go?” Jess asked rhetorically, but the question reminded her they were in a bit of a hurry.

 “You ready?” Jess called out to her son and he nodded.

“I’ll be there in a sec.”

Jess rolled her eyes, but decided to cut him some slack and give him the few minutes it would take her to pack up the truck to say goodbye to his friend. Alice helped her carry out the few gift bags, and by the time they returned, Jason was putting on his shoes and Carson had disappeared, probably back down into the basement to play more games.

Jason grabbed his jacket and joined his mom by the front door.

“Thanks for the party, Aunt Alice. It was fun.”

“Don’t mention it.”

She hugged him and then turned to Jess.

“You drive safely, ya hear?”

“I will.”

Jess smiled and hugged her friend and then turned to go.

“And call me when you get home, so I won’t worry.”

“Yes, mother,” Jess threw over her shoulder and Alice blew a raspberry at her back.

Jess checked her rear view mirror, not surprised to see Alice waiting in her doorway and waving. Jess stuck her arm out the window to wave back and then quickly closed it again to keep out the snow.

She turned on the radio and tuned it to the local news station. The newscaster was issuing the standard guidelines to stay home and stay off the roads if at all possible.

The trip from Alice’s house to her own usually only took twenty-five to thirty minutes, but the snow was coming down so thick and heavy Jess could barely see twenty feet ahead of her. Every time the tires slipped on the icy road, a bolt of electricity shot up her spine, making her hands tingle and her thighs ache with tension. Coupled with the many curves in the road as it cut around the outside of the mountain, Jess was forced to keep her old pickup truck at a crawl.

Jess darted a glance at her watch and calculated twenty minutes had passed and they were hardly halfway home. She grimaced and rolled her neck a few times as she consciously tried to loosen her white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. She glanced over at her son where he was gazing out at the snow falling past his window.

“Whatcha thinkin’ about?” she asked.

“Hmm?” he said as he turned to look at her. “Nothing much. Just watching the snow.”

“I need you to talk to me, Jase, help pass the time. So start talking.”

“Um...” He scowled as he tried to think of something, then his face lit up. “Oh, well, Aunt Alice mentioned the vernal equinox is coming up in March and I was wondering if you might come this year.” Even as Jess was frowning, Jason continued. “It’s a lot of fun and it’s hardly even religious, Mom. It’s mostly just people eating and hanging out around the bonfire, I swear.”

“I’m sorry, Jase. I’m glad you’re investigating your spirituality, and I’ll support you in whatever you decide, but I’ve kind of ‘been there, done that’ and it’s just not for me.”

“Because of Grandma?”

Jess looked over at him, his expression of sad understanding only making her feel worse. As her eyes came back to face front again, she was in the middle of trying to think of a gentle way to explain it to him once again, when she suddenly caught a glimpse of someone falling by the side of the road into a deep snow drift. For a moment, she thought she’d imagined it as the afterimage finally registered as a naked woman in her mind’s eye. But as Jess pulled the truck to a stop, she could clearly see the silhouette of a body in the snow.

“What’s going on? Why’d we stop?” Jason asked, having missed the action while he was watching his mother for her response.

“Someone’s in the snow out there. Come on.”

Jess unclipped her seat belt and popped the lock so she could open her door, Jason right behind her.

Jess pulled her hood up and moved as quickly as she could against the wind-driven snow. She knelt down next to the woman and performed a quick visual inspection, confirming not only that the woman really was naked, but was also covered in cuts and scrapes. She was also extremely thin. Jess could just about count the woman’s individual ribs, though she seemed to have maintained quite a bit of muscle. Jess wondered if she was one of those survivalists they got up in the mountains sometimes, hunting for their food and building their own shelters back in the deep woods, though that wouldn’t explain the lack of clothing.

“Whoa!” Jason exclaimed and instantly turned his eyes away, though he just as quickly tried to sneak another peek.

“Get the emergency blanket from the truck. It’s under the front seat, passenger side.”

“Right,” Jason said and took off.

The woman groaned and turned her head towards Jess. Jess reached out to touch her shoulder, but didn’t shake it.

“Hey! Can you hear me? What’s your name? Come on, talk to me. Are you all right? What happened to you?”

The woman opened her eyes for a moment, but they just as quickly rolled back in her head and fluttered closed again.

“Damn it.”

Jason ran up with a bright orange and silver blanket and snapped it open, letting the wind do the work for him, and Jess helped him drape it reflective side down over the woman’s body.

Jess pulled out her cell phone and handed it to her son.

“Here. Call 911.”

As Jason walked away to try to find a hint of a signal, Jess pulled off one of her gloves and checked for a pulse at the woman’s neck just to be sure. It was a little weak, but the woman seemed to be breathing well enough, so unless that changed, Jess wouldn’t need to worry about trying to perform CPR.

Jess brushed the woman’s snow-encrusted blonde hair back from her face. She pressed down slightly on her cheeks and forehead, and then checked the woman’s hands and feet. The flesh was soft and sprang back after she pressed on it, so no frostbite.

“At least nothing’s going to fall off if we move you,” she muttered.

Jess considered her options. She needed to get the woman off the cold ice, but if she’d suffered any kind of spinal injury, moving her could be fatal. Jess shook her head. She hadn’t technically seen the woman walking, but she had been standing before she’d fallen, so unless she’d done some kind of freak damage in that minor fall into the snow, she probably wasn’t injured in that way. The more immediate danger was the cold.

Jason came up behind her and knelt down next to her.

“I can’t get any bars. I’ve tried up and down along here, but it’s not working.”

“Forget it. We’re probably in a dead zone.”

Jess also realized even if Jason could’ve gotten hold of someone, they’d probably all be buried by the time anyone could get to them.

“So what are we gonna do? We can’t just leave her here,” Jason said.

“Help me get her in the truck.”

They wrapped her securely in the emergency blanket and used a two-person seat carry to get the woman into the cab. Once Jason was in on the passenger side, Jess repositioned the woman so she was half-lying in Jason’s lap across the bench seat and then climbed in on the driver’s side.

“We taking her to the hospital?” Jason asked.

“In this storm? We’d be lucky to make it down in one piece. Besides, the house is much closer and I’d rather be trapped there than in town.”

Jess put the truck in gear and started off as Jason began rubbing the woman’s upper arms through the blanket.

“Stop. Just hold her still.”

“I was just trying to warm her up.”

“I know, but we need to be gentle with her right now. That sort of thing could cause her heart to fibrillate, meaning she could go into cardiac arrest.”

Jason looked a little ill and immediately stopped moving. Jess darted a glance at him and tried to smile reassuringly.

“It’s okay. We’ll be home soon.”

Jess cranked up the heat until she was sweating. It was another half-hour before Jess’s headlights swept over an old wooden sign with the words ‘Taylor Mountain Farm’ painted on it as they turned onto the dirt road that led to their house. The light Jess had left on in the kitchen was still lit and Jess breathed a sigh of relief that they still had power, at least for the time being.

Between the two of them, they carried the woman as gently as they could to the side door. They heard scrabbling and then a couple sharp yips from behind the door.

“Hush, Sienna,” Jess called as she fumbled with the keys and finally got the door open.

As soon as there was enough room, a large reddish-brown and white Siberian Husky charged past them and out the door to one of her favorite spots to relieve herself. Jess and Jason continued on inside, carrying the woman to the couch in the living room. The dog quickly returned from her business, excitedly sniffing at the new person as her wagging hind quarters caused her whole body to wiggle back and forth.

“See-See, calm down,” Jason admonished. “Go to your bed.” He pointed at the object on the other side of the room. “Bed. Go.”

The dog obediently ducked her head and trotted to her padded bed in the corner, though she immediately turned around as she sat to watch the excitement.

“I need you to bring me one of the sleeping bags. It should be with the camping gear,” Jess said as she quickly slid off her jacket and hung it on the back of the nearby recliner. “And as many blankets as you can carry. Oh, and some towels. Hurry.”

“I’m on it,” Jason said as he ran up the stairs to fetch everything.

Jess headed over to the wood stove in the corner and opened the vents, adding a few pieces of wood to bring the smoldering embers back to life. She grabbed the folded quilt rack from where it was leaning against the wall and set it up in front of the stove. For good measure, she also started a fire in the fireplace, making sure to keep a watchful eye on the woman from across the room as she worked to get a good blaze going. Jason returned with the first load and dumped everything on the floor before taking off again.

Jess picked up two of the blankets and hung them up in front of the stove to warm. Then she grabbed one of the towels. Getting the woman completely dry was an absolute necessity. She replaced the wet emergency blanket with a fresh dry quilt and raised it up just enough to run the towel over the woman’s body. She was still damp from the snow that had stuck to her and then melted from the heat in the car. The couch was a little damp as well, so Jess carefully raised first the woman’s legs and then her upper body so she could slide another dry blanket beneath her. It was unnerving how cold the woman’s skin was, but it only spurred Jess to work faster.

Jason returned with the last of the items and moved the coffee table out of the way so Jess could unroll and unzip the sleeping bag and spread it out on the floor in front of the couch.

“Help me get her into the sleeping bag.”

They used the blanket Jess had previously slid under the woman as a hammock to lift her off the couch and onto the open sleeping bag, then used the sleeping bag in the same way to lift her back onto the couch. Jess pulled the now warm blankets off the rack and simply piled them on top of the first quilt. Then she folded the sleeping bag over the woman and Jason helped her pile several more blankets on top of that.

“Now what? Do we just wait for her to warm up?” Jason asked.

“Something like that. Now that we’ve gotten the preliminaries over with, see if you can get your Uncle Rob on the phone. Tell him what happened and what we’ve done so far and ask him if he can make a house call.”

Jason nodded and headed back into the kitchen to make the call as Jess pulled the coffee table back into position and sat down with a heavy sigh. In the middle of a crisis, she was usually pretty good at keeping calm and focused, but once the immediate danger had passed or there was nothing left to do about it, the whole situation hit her at once and it was all she could do not to break down into tears.

Not that she had anything against crying, it was just a release of tension, but she knew it would scare the crap out of her son if he saw her, so she tried to take deep breaths to calm her nerves as she watched over the nearly motionless woman. She looked carefully for each of the woman’s slow breaths to reassure herself that the woman was still alive.

After a few minutes and no change, Jess finally let herself relax a little and turned her gaze to the fireplace. Her hastily made fire looked like it could use another log, so Jess started to stand up to go get more wood. A cold hand grabbed her wrist and Jess looked down into frightened green eyes. Jess covered the woman’s hand with her own as she knelt down next to the couch.

“Hey there. Can you tell me your name?”

The woman looked at her in obvious confusion and fear, so Jess tried again.

“You’re safe. My name’s Jess. Can you tell me what happened to you?”

The woman frowned.

“Keemah sheh hoydeh? Shtopray sahn?” The woman’s voice came out in a hoarse whisper.

Jess bit her lip.

“Um, I have no idea what language that is. I don’t suppose you speak any English?” She raised her eyebrows for emphasis. “English?”

“Een-glesh?”

“Yeah, English. Do you speak any?”

“Speek-ehny?”

“Guess not. Great,” she muttered just as Jason came back from the kitchen still on the phone.

“Uncle Rob wants to know if she’s conscious and alert.” He glanced at the woman and stopped when he saw her looking at him. “Oh. Yeah, she’s awake,” he spoke into the phone. He listened and then pulled the phone away again. “Has she said anything about what happened to her?”

Jess was helping the woman sit up a little, making sure the blankets stayed firmly wrapped around the woman’s naked upper body in her son’s presence.

“No, at least not that I know of. She’s talking, but she doesn’t seem to speak English.”

“Really?” Jason came over and sat down on the coffee table. “Hablas español?” Jason tried.

The woman looked at him in confusion.

“Parlez-vous français?” he tried again.

The woman shook her head and spoke.

“Keemah soo sheh shtahvee dih etvoo konay. Keemah hoydeh do dih?”

“Guess not,” Jason said, unintentionally imitating his mother perfectly. “What’s that?” he spoke into the phone again. “I have no idea. Might’ve been Russian or something. ... Okay. ... Yeah, I’ll tell her. See ya in a bit.” He hung up the phone and turned to his mom. “He said he’ll be over as soon as he can, probably in about an hour. He was already getting his kit together when I called.”

“I figured he’d be on call with this storm.”

“Yeah. He said to keep her warm, try some hot tea or maybe some soup as long as she’s alert. He also said you should probably notify the state troopers in case someone’s reported her missing.”

Jess snorted.

“Like that would do any good. I’ll call Harold.”

There was no way in hell she was going to call the state troopers, not after the mess they’d made of a search and rescue the previous month. In order to ‘control the scene,’ they hadn’t notified a single person in town—the people who knew the trails the best—and a kid had died because of it.

She took the phone and dialed the local sheriff’s number. After a few rings, a man answered.

“Unless this is an emergency, I don’t have any news regarding the storm. Watch the weather channel or turn on your radio.”

“Hey, Harold, it’s me, Jess. I know you’re crazy busy, but...”

Jess told him how she’d found the woman and what she looked like, but so far there were no reports of anyone missing who fit her description.

“But I’ll keep an eye out,” Harold promised. “You safe?”

“Yeah, we’re good. Doc Sheridan’s on his way over to check her out.”

“Good. Stay home and keep warm. I gotta go. Gotta keep the lines free.”

“Understood. Be safe,” Jess told him.

“As always, sweetie.”

She hung up and started entering a new number. At Jason’s questioning look, she pulled the phone away.

“I’m calling Alice to let her know we’re okay before I forget.”

Jason nodded as she spoke into the phone.

“Hey, it’s me... Yeah, we made it home just fine, but you’re never gonna believe what happened.” Jess waited for Alice’s response, but she received only silence. “You still there? Hello? Alice?”

Jess ended the call and tried to get the dial tone back, but the line remained dead.

“Guess the phone lines finally went down,” she said as she set the cordless on the end table.

Jess didn’t even bother checking her cell phone for a signal. It had never worked at the house and trying to use their wi-fi had always been a joke. The last time she’d tested it, even holding the cell phone right next to the router hadn’t given her enough of a signal to make a call, which was why she’d kept the landline all these years, despite its lack of reliability during storms.

“Uh, Mom? Is she okay?” Jason asked as he noticed the woman shivering.

Jess turned to look and nodded.

“Yeah, she’s just starting to warm up. Shivering is a good sign. It means her body is starting to work properly again,” Jess explained as she returned to the couch and brushed a gentle hand over the woman’s forehead.

“Do you think I should make her some hot chocolate?” Jason asked.

“Yeah. And when you’re done with that, I need you to check around and make sure we’re all set for the storm. Look in on the animals, check the water jugs and the generator, make sure we have enough wood and if not—”

“Bring some more in, I know the drill,” Jason finished for her as he stood up to get to work.

“And don’t forget to check to see if we’ve got enough juice in the solar batteries,” she called after him.

“Yeah, yeah, I’ve got it all under control, Mom,” he called back from the kitchen.

Jess smiled and shook her head as she got up to add another log to the fire. With that taken care of she turned back to retake her seat on the coffee table. Then she saw the woman staring at her, her eyes wide with fear as her body shook and shuddered every few seconds. Jess reached under the covers and found the woman’s hand. She squeezed it gently in a gesture of comfort and just sat with her as the woman shivered uncontrollably.

“You’re gonna be okay,” Jess said, hoping her soothing tone might break through the language barrier.

They remained like that for a while, the woman’s shivering coming in smaller and smaller waves as her body slowly warmed up. Then Jason came in with a tray of three mugs of hot chocolate with whipped cream on top. He set the tray on the coffee table next to Jess and picked up one of the cups to hand to the woman.

“Hello, my name is Jason, and I’ll be your waiter for this evening,” he offered with a big smile.

The woman struggled to release one of her trembling hands from beneath the tightly tucked blankets to take the mug, but Jess intercepted it.

“I’d rather she not wear it, Jason.”

Jess scooted to the edge of the coffee table and waited for the woman to lean forward.

“Here ya go. This should help warm you up, and the sugar should definitely give your body a nice energy boost,” Jess said as she helped the woman bring the mug to her lips.

The woman seemed uncertain at first, tentatively sniffing at the contents before allowing Jess to slowly tip it forward so she could take a sip. It took a moment, but it was clear when the taste registered. The woman’s eyes grew big and she hummed in delight.

“Oh shah! Keemah sheh seno? Lo’shih tay.” The woman looked back and forth between Jess and Jason. “Konay dih soo etvoo, voo soo. Menata,” she added, shaking her head in what appeared to be disappointment, though she seemed eager for the next mouthful.

Jason turned to his mother expectantly, as if waiting for a translation.

“Don’t look at me,” Jess protested. “You’re the linguist in the family. Besides, it was your hot chocolate,” she said as she helped the woman take another sip. “At least she seems to like it.”

“It’s liquid chocolate. What’s not to like?” Jason quipped as he practically gulped down his own mug. “Well, back to the grindstone,” he said with a heavy sigh as he set his mug on the tray and headed back out to finish his rounds.

After a while, the woman’s trembling had calmed enough for her to hold her mug herself, so Jess picked up her own cup and took a sip. She made similar sounds of contentment and grinned at the knowing smile on the woman’s face. She pointed at the mug.

“Good.”

The woman nodded.

“Say tah,” she said in obvious agreement.

Jess frowned slightly and shook her head.

“I really wish I knew what you were saying. Or even what language you’re—”

A loud meow sounded from the hallway leading to the stairs and Jess smiled as the woman’s eyes became big again, this time in alarm. A shorter mew heralded the arrival of a tan and black striped tabby as he jumped up onto the arm of the couch at the woman’s feet. He nonchalantly walked along the back of the couch towards the woman and Jess did her best to muffle her laughs as the woman tried to back up without spilling her drink.

“It’s okay. He won’t hurt you... Unless you’re allergic. Is that it? Are you allergic?”

The woman looked back and forth between Jess and the cat, but Jess couldn’t read her expression. Jess set her mug down and stood so she could reach over and grab the cat. She held him against her shoulder and turned so the woman could see his face.

“This is Max. He thinks he owns the place.” Max rubbed against Jess’s ear and purred loudly. She scratched him on the back of the neck and sat down again, so he could lounge in her lap. She moved nearer to the woman so the cat was within reach, but not so close that the woman would feel threatened by his presence if she didn’t want to touch him. “He’s really a sweet cat. He’s never bitten or scratched anyone.”

The woman’s shivering had almost completely subsided and she stretched out a tentative hand towards the cat. As soon as Max felt the hand on his head, he pushed right into it and sighed a low vocalized purr with a slight squeak at the end.

“Oh, I think you hit the right spot. That’s what we call a ‘cricket’ purr around here and it means he’s in love.”

Jess grinned at the woman and received a sweet smile in return.

It wasn’t until several thudding heartbeats later that Jess realized she’d actually stopped breathing in response to that smile. Jess covered her gasp with a cough as her body’s need for oxygen reasserted itself. The move finally caused her to tear her eyes away from the woman’s face, but only for a moment as she was magnetically drawn back time and time again.

Now that her awareness of the woman had become conscious, Jess couldn’t stop looking at her.

Jess hadn’t realized just how beautiful the other woman was. She hadn’t really been paying attention before, what with the woman being unconscious and on the verge of death. Then she’d been panicky, sending Jess into mother mode to calm her. But now, the woman was noticeably relaxed and smiling freely, her whole face lighting up with the simple expression of pleasure.

As Jess continued to dart glances her way, she couldn’t help thinking there was something undeniably sexy about her, too. The proximity of their bodies as the woman pet the cat in Jess’s lap, her hand brushing across Jess’s jeans-clad thigh with each stroke, suddenly had Jess feeling far too warm. She wanted to blame it on the roaring fire in the large fireplace behind them, but the knowledge that the woman was still naked under all those blankets seemed a much more likely culprit.

The thought gave her a thrill of anticipation in the pit of her stomach, a sensation she hadn’t allowed herself to experience for far too long. The last time had been a one night stand several years ago at an industry convention for boutique farms like hers that had ended with the other woman scrambling for her clothes and literally running from the hotel room after Jess had let slip she had a teenage son.

Jess had laughed the whole thing off, telling herself the woman was an insensitive nitwit, neither worthy of Jess’s time nor her hurt feelings, but the sense of abandonment had still cut her deeply, bringing with it bitter memories she was unable to dismiss as easily as the woman. The disgust she’d felt for herself and for her poor judgment had been even worse and more than enough to keep her celibate ever since.

Of course, none of that had stopped Alice from continually trying to hook Jess up with one of her friends no matter how many times Jess refused to get involved with anyone in town. It was bad enough she’d been an unwed teen mother, but at least the rumors had died down by the time Jason had been old enough to understand any of it. She didn’t even want to think about the sort of crude gossip that might find its way back to her child’s ears if she ended up in a messy affair with a local.

It was habit now to tell herself maybe someday, when Jason was old enough, when the farm was more financially stable, when she didn’t have a million and one things to do every day... ‘Someday’ was her refuge and she fell into it without much more than a second thought.

But that didn’t stop her body from reminding her of how it could be and it was a little while before Jess suddenly realized she’d been caught staring. The woman was watching her with a puzzled look, as if waiting for an explanation, and Jess feared her expression had somehow given away some of her less than pure thoughts.

Damn you, Alice. This is all your fault.

Jess cleared her throat and looked away, hoping the warmth in her cheeks wasn’t noticeable. The cat made a good distraction, so she scratched him behind the ears for a while before allowing herself to risk a glance at the woman again. The woman was still watching her, but then seemed to recognize Jess’s discomfort. She followed Jess’s lead and refocused on the cat, running her slim fingers through his short fur in a slow, soothing rhythm. Jess’s hand soon went slack as she got lost in watching the woman again. It never occurred to her she could move away.

After a few minutes, the one-handed petting was apparently not enough and Max got up so he could climb onto the couch to be closer to the more consistent source of his pleasure. Jess just barely managed to catch the woman’s mug before it was knocked from her hand as Max burrowed under the top covers and curled up into the crook of the woman’s arm. He twisted onto his back to expose his stomach in invitation. The movement caused the blankets to slide down, revealing the woman’s breasts, though she didn’t seem to notice as she ran her hand over Max’s incredibly soft belly fur and looked up at Jess in surprise.

“Feto gava ay sheh dih etbahk neeva lo,” she said as she continued to rub the cat’s stomach. “Siya gava.”

Jess did her best to ignore the tingles running south, going against every instinct in her body as she quickly moved forward to pull the blankets back up.

“How about we get you into some clothes... Before my son comes back in here and gets an eyeful,” Jess suggested, desperately needing the reminder that her son could return any minute.

Jess made what she hoped was a universal gesture for the woman to stay put, praying that she would also stay covered, and then dashed up the stairs two at a time to her bedroom. She grabbed an old T-shirt and a pair of shorts and headed back downstairs. She handed the clothes to the woman and then picked up the top-most blanket to hold it up as a screen between herself and the woman.

“You can put those on. They’ll probably be a little big on you, but they should be fine for tonight.”

The woman looked back and forth between the clothing in her hand and Jess. She slowly unfolded the garments, holding the shirt up first and then the shorts. After a few moments, she seemed to understand what was expected of her and gently moved the cat off of her so she could stand.

Jess turned her gaze away, but the woman seemed oblivious as she fumbled with the clothing. When she was finally done, Jess looked back and found the woman had put the shirt on backwards. She motioned with her hands for the woman to turn it around, but that only seemed to confuse her.

“Never mind,” Jess said as she shook her head, deciding it wasn’t that important.

The woman sat back down and Max staked a new claim in her lap, purring even louder as the woman used one hand to scratch his stomach and the other to rub his head.

“I think you’ve made a friend for life,” Jess commented.

The woman looked up and then smiled as if she understood as Max continued to wriggle around until he’d pinned one of the woman’s hands under his head and arched his back to make it even easier for the woman to pet his stomach with her other hand. Jess shook her head and smirked at his wanton display.

Lucky little shit. What I wouldn’t give to trade places with you. Jess almost smacked herself in the forehead when she realized what she’d been thinking. Damn it. Really gotta stop that.

Before Jess could berate herself any further, a soft whine came from across the room. Jess looked over to find Sienna half off her bed, chin on the hardwood floor between her paws, evidently trying to obey the last command she’d been given while also trying to find a way over to the humans who were neglecting her in favor of the cat.

“Oh, what the hell? The more, the merrier, right?” She patted her thigh. “Come here, Sienna.”

She turned to the woman, who was now aware that there was another animal in the room and was eying the large dog with obvious trepidation.

Sienna jumped up from her bed, but still managed to trot over at a subdued pace. She came to a stop at Jess’s knee and sat down patiently, though her tail was enthusiastically sweeping the floor behind her. Jess turned to the woman.

“This is Sienna.” Jess held out her hand to the dog. “Say ‘hi,’ Sienna.”

Sienna obediently lifted her paw and placed it in Jess’s hand with an open-mouthed grin, her tongue lolling to one side. Jess dutifully shook Sienna’s paw and then let it drop back to the floor. She faced the woman again, who seemed a little less uncertain now, but still wary.

“Do you want to say hi to Sienna?”

Even as Jess realized her mistake, that the woman couldn’t possibly understand her, Sienna lifted her paw and scraped it across the blankets. The woman reached out her free hand and grasped the proffered paw just as Jess had. She shook it twice and let it go.

“Guess that one’s universal.”

Sienna got up and walked around the coffee table to sit on the other side of Jess, which was closer to the woman’s hand. The woman smiled as she went back and forth between petting first the cat and then the dog. Sienna started to try to climb up onto the couch, but Jess grabbed her collar and pulled her back down.

“Silly thing. When are you going to realize you’re not small enough to be a lapdog?”

Jess took over petting Sienna to keep her off the woman and they sat quietly for a while. Just as Jess was about to go in search of her son, she heard a knock on the side door.

“I’ve got it!” Jason yelled from the kitchen.

A few moments later, Dr. Sheridan came in with Jason right behind him. Sienna immediately hopped up and scrambled over to the silver-haired man, jumping up to place her paws on his shoulders so he could scratch her ears without having to bend over.

“Hey there!” He let the dog back down to the floor and came over to Jess. “So, how’s the patient?”

“Better,” Jess said as she stood up to get out of his way.

“Well, aren’t you a pretty little thing. You don’t look too worse for wear,” the man said jovially as he took Jess’s place on the coffee table. “Looks like you’ve got a nice cup of hot cocoa and you’re all tucked up with that little furball. I’d say you’ve done pretty well for yourself.”

He paused for a moment to let the woman size him up, while he made his own visual inspection. Then he put his hand on his chest.

“My name’s Rob Sheridan, but folks around here just call me Doc. What’s your name?” he asked as he held out his hand.

The woman drew back from his outstretched hand, then turned to look at Jess in confusion.

“We’re pretty sure she doesn’t understand English,” Jess supplied.

“I tried French and Spanish, too, but she didn’t get those either,” Jason added from where he stood next to his mother.

“Right.” Dr. Sheridan pointed to himself. “Doc.” He repeated the name and finger-pointing, then gestured to her. “And you are...” he said and then waited.

The woman continued to look at him in confusion, then her expression cleared.

“Oh eteh. Konata benoo sahn soo etvoo, voo soo.”

Jess had no idea what the woman had just said, but the sound of devastation in her voice and the look of complete hopelessness on her face tore at Jess’s heart.

“I seriously doubt that was her name,” Jason said unnecessarily as a few tears escaped down the woman’s cheeks.

Jess moved forward and placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder and rubbed it gently.

Sienna took that as her cue to join in and tried to nuzzle into the woman’s hand with a few puppy-like whines. The sudden intrusion surprised the cat and in an instant, Max’s sleeping form metamorphosed into a hissing and spitting ball of fluffed up fur. He swatted at Sienna’s nose in rapid succession before springing up out of the woman’s arms and onto the back of the couch to get some distance, maintaining a prolonged growl the whole time. Sienna yipped and whined at the unexpected attack, and then barked outright, startling the woman, who tried to climb off the couch to get away from all the commotion.

“Sienna, stop that!” Jason said in his most authoritative voice as he grabbed the dog’s collar and pulled her away.

Jess caught the woman and kept her from going any further over the arm of the couch.

“It’s okay, you’re okay,” Jess repeated until the woman settled back into her seat.

Dr. Sheridan tried not to laugh, but a few chuckles escaped as he patted the woman’s hand.

“You’re okay, sweetie. No one’s going to hurt you.”

The woman continued looking nervously between the dog and cat, as if waiting for some further outburst.

“How about we just give you a moment to settle down, shall we?” he said in a soothing tone and then turned to Jess. “So, Jason here said you found her bare-assed naked in the snow?” he asked with only a hint of a smirk.

Jess coughed and sent a narrowed glance to her blushing son before answering.

“Yeah. I have no idea what she was doing out there in the middle of the storm. She looks like she hasn’t eaten a solid meal in weeks, but she’s wiry as hell. And she’s got these cuts all over her.”

Dr. Sheridan nodded, having already noticed a rather deep cut on the woman’s exposed forearm that appeared to have debris in it. Once he gained the woman’s confidence, he’d take care of it, but until then he moved slowly, aware of the watchful eyes of his patient.

He carefully reached out his hand to take hold of the woman’s wrist to begin his routine examination. He hid his smile as the young woman looked to Jess for some kind of approval and Jess automatically squeezed the woman’s shoulder in reassurance.

“It’s all right. He’s just going to check you over to make sure you’re okay.”

The woman still looked a little scared, but she didn’t pull away while Dr. Sheridan checked her pulse. It took a little more work to get her to accept the digital thermometer into her mouth. He was about to settle for a forehead strip when Jess took the thermometer and put it in her own mouth to show the woman what was expected of her. He frowned at that lack of understanding, but didn’t say anything, though he did continue to watch her reactions as he went on with his examination. By the time he was finished, he’d come to several conclusions.

“Well, I can tell you this much. You found her just in time. That whole naked thing? It’s called paradoxical undressing. If you went back, I’d be willing to bet you’d find a trail of clothing leading up to where you found her.”

“Paradoxical undressing?” Jess questioned as Dr. Sheridan put his equipment away and began pulling out bandages and antiseptic ointment from his bag.

“Yep. See, when the body gets cold, your blood vessels contract to conserve body heat, just like they expand when you’re hot to release excess heat. Well, when you’re too cold for too long, what happens is, your blood vessels get tired and open back up, so suddenly you have all this warm blood flowing through you, making you think you’re hot, when really you’re on your way to a coma. Since you’re probably already delusional anyway, you start flinging off your clothes and there you go.”

“Damn.”

“Yep. Another few minutes out there and she probably wouldn’t have been found until the spring thaw.” He turned to the woman. “You’re one lucky little lady,” he said as he slid a plastic dish under the woman’s arm and began carefully rinsing it with saline solution.

The woman winced, but didn’t pull away, and Dr. Sheridan smiled, glad the woman finally seemed to trust him somewhat. He used a pair of tweezers to remove the last few bits of what appeared to be wood lodged in the wound on the woman’s arm, and then gently patted it dry before applying a dab of ointment and a loose gauze bandage. He pulled the blanket off the woman’s legs and tended to another deep gash on her thigh he’d seen earlier during the exam.

“There’s another thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I think she may be suffering from a slight case of amnesia.”

Jess frowned.

“How could you possibly figure that out? She doesn’t even speak English to ask her anything.”

“Well, for one thing, she might not know English, but I’m pretty sure she knew what I meant when I asked for her name. Most people don’t have such a dismal reaction to that question. Now maybe she’s an illegal alien and she’s afraid we’re going to report her, but that look seemed more like she was upset because she was hoping we knew the answer to that particular question because she doesn’t.

“There’s also the fact that I’ve treated patients who couldn’t understand me before and none of them acted quite like she does.”

Jess nodded. Dr. Sheridan had been part of a group that offered free medical aid to populations in need all over the world. He’d donated his services for at least one month-long assignment every year for as long as she’d known him, until he’d retired and become a volunteer with the local fire department. He continued.

“With those people, as long as they’d had some previous experience with medical personnel, it wasn’t too difficult to get across what I needed from them. With this one, everything seems to be a foreign concept. So, either she’s never been seen by a doctor before or she has no memory of it. Not that I’m an expert in that area. I leave that to the neurologists. But you did say you thought she’d spent a while out there, fending for herself.”

“Yeah. You don’t build up that kind of muscle on a day hike and she doesn’t have a single extra ounce of fat on her.”

Dr. Sheridan paused and Jess blushed as she realized exactly what she’d said. She refused to look at Jason to see if he’d caught the slip as Dr. Sheridan continued with his assessment.

“Well, I suppose it’s possible she was raised away from modern society without access to medical attention, but she’s not showing the level of wildness I’d expect from someone who was feral. Even though she’s been apprehensive about me, it’s clear she’s socially adapted, and as far as I can tell, she’s speaking in normal sentences, no grunting and pointing at least,” he said with a smile, but then frowned. “I was really hoping I’d be able to pick out her language, but I’m pretty sure I’ve never heard any of those words before. I would’ve recognized them if I had. They’re quite distinct.”

Dr. Sheridan finished bandaging the woman’s thigh and looked up to see Max using her shoulder as a stepping stone to get back into her lap. The woman seemed to have realized the animal meant her no harm and was helpfully leaning back so Max could walk down her torso. Dr. Sheridan waited for the cat to settle and then ruffled its fur before pulling the covers back over the woman and a contentedly purring Max. Not to be outdone, Sienna inched her way forward and rested her head on the woman’s uninjured thigh. Dr. Sheridan smiled.

“The animals sure do seem to like her,” he commented.

He patted the dog’s head and then turned to face Jess as he continued.

“Now, I don’t know about you, but I didn’t hear any slurred speech when she spoke, which is a good indicator she’s not cognitively impaired, nor did I see any signs of recent head trauma. If we were at the hospital, I’d order an MRI and CT scan to be sure, but her pupils are normal, she has consistent strength on both sides, and she hasn’t displayed any tremors or sudden or repeated loss of recognition of her surroundings, which would indicate a probable TBI or ongoing—”

“TBI?” Jason interrupted.

“Traumatic brain injury. But like I said, I can’t find any evidence for it.”

“So what do you think happened to her?” Jason asked.

“My guess? She’s an experienced backpacker from abroad who had some kind of an accident, got lost in the woods, and has been out there ever since. I’d say at least a few weeks, judging by her physical condition. She’s probably been subsisting on tree bark and whatever else she could find to eat. On top of all that, she gets caught in this mother of a storm...” He shook his head. “I think her mind just retreated from all the trauma, and if that’s all it is, her memory should return once she’s feeling safe enough. That’s assuming I’m right and she’s not some wild child,” he said with a grin.

“What about the hypothermia? I checked for frostbite, but—”

“Hypothermia and frostbite are two separate conditions. Hypothermia is when the body’s core temperature drops below what’s necessary for it to be able to perform normal functions. Frostbite is what happens when bits of you freeze. It’s not uncommon to have one without the other.” He put a hand on Jess’s shoulder. “You did good, Jess. All her vitals are within normal limits, though her temperature is still a little on the low side, so make sure you keep those blankets on her. And you might want to stay close for tonight in case anything changes. But I think she’s going to be just fine. All right?”

Jess nodded at the reassurance.

“Anything else I should keep in mind?” she asked.

“Well, like I said, keep her warm, get some food in her, though I’d start off with soft stuff like soup at first. If she really hasn’t been eating much, we don’t want to make her sick. And once this storm clears, you should probably take her down to the hospital for a full workup, just to be on the safe side. They can run those scans and they might even be able to figure out what language she’s speaking and find an interpreter for her. Other than that...” He frowned. “You called the police, right?”

“Not on your life. I called Harold.”

Dr. Sheridan laughed and was about to respond when the radio clipped to his belt went off.

“Sheriff’s Dispatch to Moose Ridge D1.”

Dr. Sheridan pulled the radio from his belt and held it up.

“Moose Ridge D1. Go ahead Dispatch.”

“We have a report of a pregnant female in labor at 27 Pine Mountain Road. We have dispatched an ambulance, but they are saying it will be some time before they can reach her.”

Jess rolled her eyes.

“Try next week,” she mumbled and Dr. Sheridan smiled.

“That’s the Patterson baby. I heard she was due to pop last week. Figures the kid would choose tonight of all nights to enter the world.”

He pressed the button on the radio and spoke louder.

“Copy that Dispatch. I’m about five miles from her location and I’ve got a snowmobile. Tell the ambulance I’m en route.”

“Copy that D1.”

Dr. Sheridan slipped the radio back into its holster.

“Looks like I gotta go.” He frowned. “Now if I can just remember the fastest way over there from here...”

Leaving Jason to watch over their guest, Jess retrieved a map from her office and spread it out on the kitchen table so they could find the best route that didn’t necessarily involve roads. Within a few minutes, Dr. Sheridan was packed up and ready to go. Jess saw him to the door and watched him zoom away into the dark.

Just as she was closing the side door, Jason entered the kitchen with the mugs from the living room and deposited them in the sink before going over to the refrigerator to pull out items for a snack. She glanced at the clock on the wall and winced. It was nearly midnight. She walked over to her son where he was making a sandwich at the counter and put a hand on his shoulder.

“How ya doin’, kiddo? Long night, huh?”

Jason yawned and then grinned.

“It was definitely one of my more exciting birthdays.” He nodded towards the closed swinging kitchen door. “So, should we take turns watching her tonight?”

Jess shook her head.

“Nah. No sense in both of us being crabby tomorrow. You go on up to bed. I’ll bunk on the recliner. That way if she needs anything, I’ll be right there, but Doc said she should be fine.”

“You sure?” he asked as he put the finishing touches on his sandwich and waited.

“Yeah. Go on.”

She kissed him on the forehead and gave him a light swat on the butt as she followed him out of the kitchen. As Jason continued up the stairs to his bedroom, Jess turned to enter the living room, wondering how she was going to communicate the question of what kind of soup the woman might like. She supposed she could just bring out a few cans and let the woman look at the pictures and decide from there, since if she didn’t speak English, it was doubtful she could read it. Then Jess noticed the total silence in the living room, save the crackling of the fire, and paused.

The woman had fallen asleep, her cheek pressed into one of the couch’s cushions. Max had maneuvered his way out of the woman’s lap and back into the crook of her arm, where he was stretched out on his back, his legs haphazardly splayed in the air. And Sienna had apparently decided the woman’s feet were still cold and was trying to help by lying on top of the woman’s legs. The dog lifted her head at Jess’s entrance and then contentedly rested her chin back down on her paws, while continuing to watch Jess with the most innocent expression.

Jess couldn’t help smirking and shook her head.

“You guys are incorrigible,” she whispered.

Jess walked over and ran a hand over Sienna’s head, and then gave Max a final tickle on his belly before she gently pulled the blankets up enough to cover the woman’s shoulder.

With the possibility of cooking for the woman postponed, Jess realized she was completely exhausted and left to change into some sleep clothes. She returned with the blanket from her bed and made sure to close the vents on the wood stove and bank the fire in the fireplace before settling into the recliner. It wasn’t the most comfortable place in the world, and after the stressful events of the evening, Jess really would have preferred her own bed, but as she looked over at the woman in the dimming light from the smoldering fire, snuggled up so protectively with her family’s four-legged members, Jess found she was strangely content.

She fell asleep with a soft smile on her lips.





* * *

 





Agent Cross checked his watch again as he waited for his call to be put through. It was nearly two in the morning. As soon as the Director came on the line, he stood a little straighter.

“Good evening, Sir. I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

“Are you there yet?”

Cross scowled.

“No, Sir. We made it into Albany all right and requested several cars as you suggested, but once we turned off the main highway, we, uh...” Cross cleared his throat and quickly continued. “We ran into that storm and had to get off the roads, Sir. We’re currently just north of Warrensburg.”

“I see. Are you and your men all right?”

Cross glanced around the hotel room. It was one of the last three rooms in the complex, the rest having been taken by earlier travelers smart enough not to get caught by the storm, so he was being forced to share with two other agents while the remainder of his team sorted themselves out between the other two rooms. There were only two double beds, so one of them was going to end up on the floor, which was covered in old shag carpet that appeared greasy.

At least they had extra blankets, but that was only because the heat was broken. The manager had grudgingly scrounged up an old space heater so they wouldn’t freeze to death, but now the place smelled like a wet dog. One of the other agents had attempted to turn on the TV, only to find the batteries were missing from the remote. It turned out it didn’t matter much, since the TV couldn’t seem to catch a clear signal anyway.

“We’re fine, Sir. As soon as the roads are cleared, we’ll be on our way again.”

“Understood. Check in every twenty-four hours or sooner if you have something new to report. Goodnight.”

“Yes, Sir. Goodnight, Sir,” Cross said, but the Director had already hung up.

Agent Cross set the old-fashioned receiver back in its cradle as he considered his situation. If he could surprise the Director with good news the next time he called, it would go a long way towards getting him the promotion he’d put in for. All he had to do was light a fire under his team and they’d do most of the work for him.

He turned around to face his team who were watching him expectantly.

“We need to be at the crash site in less than twenty-four hours.”

Agent Barlow laughed, while Agent Harrison looked shocked.

“Is the Director out of his mind?” Harrison spluttered. “How does he expect—”

“It doesn’t matter how. We just need to get our asses up there and fast.”

“Yeah, but nothing is moving in this blizzard,” Barlow pointed out. “It’s not like we can make it stop snowing.”

“Fine,” Cross said and shrugged his shoulders as he turned away. “You call him tomorrow and explain why his supposedly best agents are cowering in some dingy hotel room because of a little snowstorm.”

“But this is insane. It’s dropped a foot of snow in just the last hour,” Harrison protested.

Cross rounded on the man and jabbed a finger into his chest.

“I don’t care if you have to rent a goddamn snow plow and clear the roads yourself! Find me a vehicle that can get us into those mountains by tomorrow night, or so help me, I’ll leave both of you here and replace you with agents who can get the job done right. Understood?”

Harrison swallowed and Barlow nodded briskly.

“Yes, Sir,” they both said in muted tones.

Cross smiled as the two men got to work.













Chapter 4

 





She opened her eyes, glimpsing the face of a beautiful woman hovering over her, and then everything went black.





* * *

 





She slowly came to consciousness. She couldn’t feel much of anything, but she sensed a presence close by. Whoever it was seemed upset, judging by the roiling emotions they were broadcasting.

That thought made her pause. This wasn’t the gentle presence of her mother, so who—

A sharp pain lanced through her left temple, arcing into her right, and she went perfectly still, instinct directing her not to reveal her wakefulness just yet. A few moments passed and the pain eased.

The external emotions still flowed like waves breaking against her natural mental barriers, but they didn’t cause any pain. She wondered once again who would have the audacity to enter her mind with such strong emotions without her permission. Only loved ones or the closest of friends or fellow soldiers were permitted that type of liberty.

Did I give permission?

She tried to remember, but more pain came, almost doubling when she realized she couldn’t call up any memories, not even of her own name.

Oh, Melora! What’s happened to me?

Fear propelled her to abandon her feigned sleep and she sent out a questioning thought to the presence pushing against her mind, but there was no response. She tried harder, but her thoughts appeared to be trapped behind a wall in her mind.

She opened her eyes, needing to ground herself in something more real, and saw a woman’s profile lit by firelight. She caught a stray thought-image of a section of tree trunk and some kind of chopping implement, but she could tell she was missing most of the information. The images were cutting in and out as if the signal was being lost.

Something was seriously wrong with her. She should’ve been able to see the entire sequence of thoughts. She couldn’t seem to figure out the sounds and symbols that accompanied them either.

She felt movement and in her rising panic, she reached out to grab the woman’s wrist to stop her from leaving.

»Please don’t go!«

She could tell the thought hadn’t gotten past her own deficiency, for which she was somewhat relieved. She sounded like a frightened child. But the woman paused anyway at the touch and turned concerned blue eyes on her.

The woman reached over and covered her hand. She could barely feel it and suddenly realized she was almost completely numb, but she wasn’t sure why. Any thoughts of trying to search for the memories were cut off when the woman spoke and her confusion multiplied.

“Lmgkl hdtk. Hksp you lslkdjoi me wpuue msppw?”

She concentrated as hard as she could, trying to understand. She thought she recognized some of the sounds, assuming she wasn’t mistakenly pulling familiar phonemes out of the gibberish. However, the more foreign sounds were similar to some of those she’d picked up in the woman’s thoughts. She’d assumed they were part of her failure to communicate telepathically, but such a lack of telepathic comprehension shouldn’t have affected her hearing. That meant the woman was simply speaking a language unknown to her.

“Joljkd asljo. Swijuoin aslkme papsoi. Sljw you asdljle me what adsljfao wemou you?”

She frowned. She was still only catching the simplest of words and it was entirely possible even those were wrong. But maybe the woman knew her language. If so, she had questions.

“What’s happening? Where am I?”

Her voice was scratchy from lack of use, so she swallowed several times as she watched the woman’s concern change to utter confusion. This was bad.

The woman spoke another long string of mostly foreign words and then accentuated the raising of her eyebrows as she repeated the last one.

She wondered if it might be her name, so she repeated it back, hoping to pick up some glimmer of a thought that would confirm or deny her guess, but the woman only seemed to ask another question. She tried again, repeating the last couple sounds in the hopes that speaking the language might jog her memory of it, but she still had no idea what she was saying and the woman’s reaction clearly showed she wasn’t making any sense.

She was startled when a young male she hadn’t sensed before suddenly entered the room from an adjoining chamber. He held a device to his ear as he spoke. She was wondering if it was a translator and how she might get one for herself when the boy changed his tone and spoke directly into the apparatus. She realized it was simply a communications device and looked away, her hopes dashed.

As the woman and boy continued to converse, she tried to sit up, but found the weight of the covers unmanageable in her weakened condition. The woman noticed her predicament and helped lift the blankets, replacing them again and pulling them up to her neck once she was situated.

Without warning, the boy plopped down in front of her and said a few words. They had a different flavor from the words the woman had used, though they sounded familiar in the same aggravating just-out-of-reach kind of way. When she didn’t respond, he tried again. This time, the words almost sounded more like what she was used to, though they still didn’t make any sense. In frustration, she shook her head and spoke.

“I don’t understand what you’re saying. What happened to me?”

The boy muttered a few words, clearly disappointed, and then went back to speaking into the comm. She could faintly hear the tinny sounds of another voice coming through the earpiece, confirming her guess that it facilitated long-distance communication, but that knowledge did nothing to help her. Whatever they were saying to each other was completely beyond her.

She closed her eyes and let the strange sounds of the woman and boy’s conversation fade into the background. The mere effort of thinking was making her weary.

As she sat there, she began to feel a slight tingling in her hands and cheeks. Within a few moments, the tingling changed to prickling and spread up her arms and over her face and scalp. She suddenly felt a chill arch her spine, sending a hard, involuntary shudder across her shoulders. She tried to hug her arms around herself, but the pressure seemed to drive the invisible needles even deeper into her skin. A burning sensation rose to meet the needles and a fragment of a memory reminded her of another time she’d felt like this.

The wrist seal between her glove and her flight suit had failed once while she’d been outside making emergency repairs to her ship in space. The suit had immediately sealed off at her wrist to protect the rest of her body, but her hand had swelled up and been frozen in short order. She’d managed to complete the repairs one-handed, but then she’d had to spend several hours back in the cockpit, slowly warming her hand back up and healing the damaged tissue as she went along.

A throbbing pulsed through her head, making her forehead ache, and she quickly let go of the memory, but as the pounding in her head subsided, she finally put together why she’d been numb before. She’d been so cold she couldn’t feel anything, but now she was warming up.

Every instinct in her said to throw off the covers. Her skin was so hot, she felt like she was on fire, but she knew that was just the previously understimulated, and now overstimulated, nerve-endings in her skin coming back to life. In reality, she was probably still very cold. She clenched her teeth as another wave of tremors shook her body.

She wasn’t sure how long she’d been sitting there in quiet misery when a soft hand covered her forehead and brushed through her hair. She looked up and found comfort in the woman’s understanding gaze. She wasn’t alone.

She went back to shivering, focusing on trying to speed up her recovery process, but she couldn’t concentrate and she didn’t seem to have any excess energy to spare. So she just sat there, her body shaking uncontrollably.

The boy left and she watched the woman walk over to the fire and add a piece of wood to the blaze. In an instant, she saw a flash of fire surrounding her as she fell through darkness. She wanted to scream, but then the woman was there, finding her hand under the covers and holding it, squeezing every few moments as if to remind her once again that she wasn’t alone.

The pounding in her head had returned, so she resolutely put the frightening images out of her mind, instead concentrating on the feel of the woman’s hand in her own.

The woman’s fingers and palm were heavily calloused, pointing towards a life of physical labor, but the boy seemed to be carrying out her orders, which implied the woman was his master. The woman seemed very intent on taking care of her, which made her wonder about her own status.

Am I a master, too?

But that seemed wrong somehow. She was sure someone had told her that in this place, everyone was free. It was why they’d come here and her mother had decided to stay...

She felt the pressure building inside her skull again and quickly veered away from the distressing thoughts. The return of the boy made a good distraction, so she watched him as he set a tray with three frothy cups on the table next to the woman. He picked up one of the cups and spoke to her in a jovial tone, smiling and offering her the cup, but the woman caught it before she could free her hands from under the covers. The woman’s words sounded like a reprimand, and she once again wondered if the boy was the woman’s slave. The woman turned to her and moved closer, holding the cup up to her lips as she spoke.

She didn’t understand a word of it, but she comprehended what the woman expected of her and leaned forward. She sniffed at the whiteness. It was completely unfamiliar, but not unpleasant, so she moved in to take a sip.

Rich, warm fluid poured past the cool, fluffy sweetness and combined in her mouth, setting off every taste bud she had and activating every neuron in her brain.

“Oh wow! What is this? It’s wonderful.” She glanced back and forth between the woman and the boy as they looked at her blankly. “You don’t understand me, do you?” She sighed. “Never mind,” she said as she shook her head in dismissal and leaned forward for another mouthful.

She hardly noticed the boy’s departure as she continued to take sips from the proffered mug until her shaking had eased up enough for her to hold the warm cup herself without spilling it.

As soon as the other woman’s hands were free, she picked up her own cup and took a taste. Judging by the woman’s hum of pleasure, she was enjoying the amazing drink, too.

The woman pointed at her cup and spoke.

“Good.”

That word not only sounded familiar, but also seemed to fit what she thought the woman was trying to say, that is if the intermittent emotions she was picking up were at all accurate. She nodded.

“Very good.”

Even as she said the words, she realized she hadn’t used the woman’s language. She was going to try again, but the woman was already talking, seemingly upset about something.

Suddenly, a sharp yowl came from another part of the chamber. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as she tried to figure out if the sound portended danger or not. Another cry came on the heels of the first and then a small, furry creature seemed to just appear at the other end of the couch. It immediately headed straight for her. She tried to scoot backwards, but she had so little strength and she didn’t want to lose any of the wonderful drink remaining in her cup, so she didn’t get very far.

The woman laughed and said something that sounded conciliatory, but she could see the tips of the creature’s fangs, which were only partially hidden by its upper lip, and didn’t want to take any chances. To her surprise, the woman didn’t hesitate to pick up the little beast and held it so she could see its face.

The woman spoke again, but she couldn’t grasp any of it. However, she could clearly hear the subvocal vibrations the animal was emitting that seemed to get louder as the woman rubbed it on the back of its head and along its spine. The woman sat down and allowed the animal to drape across her thighs. There were more words, most likely of encouragement, so she slowly reached out her hand, ready to yank it back at any moment if the animal turned out to be hostile.

She was unprepared for the instant connection she felt when her hand brushed over the animal’s head. She couldn’t read its thoughts, but she sensed a definite presence, where before she’d felt none. She wondered if maybe she was beginning to heal from her injuries, whatever they were. She looked up to find the woman smiling at her and couldn’t help grinning back.

She continued to run her fingers over the animal’s soft fur, pleased to hear she could evoke an even louder vibration than the woman had. The animal seemed perfectly safe, despite its sharp teeth. She wondered how that was possible, but the more she tried to pull up any memories related to a domesticated predator, the more her head hurt and the more anxious she became. It was becoming clear that there was something bad in her memories and part of her was quite adamant that she not remember what it was. Given the throbbing just behind her eyes, she was inclined to agree, at least for the time being.

As she tried to refocus on the animal, she caught a flash of herself naked in the woman’s arms. She glanced up to see if she’d really sensed that or not and found the woman staring at her with glazed eyes. As her hand brushed over the woman’s cloth-covered thigh, she concentrated on sensing the woman’s feelings and was blasted with a pulse of arousal that vanished and reappeared from one second to the next. She cursed her inadequacy and tried again, intentionally slowing her caresses so she could prolong her contact with the woman through the porous material.

Her first thought was that they must be lovers. The constant sending of the woman’s emotions seemed to imply they were quite close, but other things made that appear unlikely. Though the woman had shown concern for her welfare, she hadn’t overstepped any physical boundaries. Also, the image she’d picked up from the woman had been hazy, more like an idea than a memory, which meant the woman was probably merely attracted to her.

She smiled. She found the woman quite attractive herself. Her long dark hair was fascinating as it glinted in the firelight, setting off streaks of auburn, and the woman’s clear blue eyes held such compassion. And arousal. Her gaze narrowed to the woman’s plump lips and she wondered how they would feel against her own.

A sense of fear and shame jolted her out of her cozy fantasy. She looked up to find the woman’s eyes filled with pain and then resignation as they gazed unseeing. She frowned in consternation, trying to pick up anything in the woman’s mind that would explain her sudden change of mood, but the images were wispy and incoherent with gaps in the flow and words she couldn’t understand. After a few moments, they returned to fleeting impressions of the two of them engaged in a slow exploration of each other’s bodies, and she found herself even more confused.

This was maddening. Not only was she missing every other word of the woman’s mental musings, but it was also taking place in a foreign language. She redoubled her efforts to pick up any pieces she’d missed, but when the woman noticed her watching, the woman’s mood reverted again to fear and shame.

She stared as the woman seemed to suddenly become completely absorbed with petting the small creature in her lap. She tried to catch even the barest hint of what was going on in the woman’s mind, but it was a blank wall, and a sense of building pressure behind her forehead forced her to back off, the stress of trying to use her abilities taking its toll.

Then the woman looked up at her, trepidation showing clearly in her expression, and she suddenly realized how offensively she was behaving. She looked down in shame, her fingers mechanically stroking the animal’s soft fur as she mentally berated herself.

Trying to steal another’s thoughts or emotions was reprehensible. Obviously, the woman didn’t want to share them, at least not completely. The woman probably hadn’t even realized she was broadcasting and had immediately stopped when she’d noticed her impropriety. Not to mention there was plainly something wrong with her own abilities, so the woman had probably believed her thoughts weren’t receivable.

But why wasn’t the woman more upset with her? She should’ve been horrified at the invasion of her private thoughts. Unless the woman was unaware the transgression had taken place. But that didn’t make much sense. Her own abilities might not have been fully intact, but the woman’s should have been working just fine. Unless...

She isn’t telepathic. She isn’t dokäré.

Before she could contemplate that thought any further, the little beast jumped up and walked across the gap from the woman’s legs to the couch, oblivious to the cup it nearly knocked out of her hand as it nosed its way beneath the blankets and nestled against her side, half sprawled on top of her arm. Luckily, the other woman’s reflexes had snagged the cup before it could spill and she turned to place it on the table next to her.

Even though the blankets had been pulled down by the animal’s antics, leaving her skin exposed to the air, she felt a flood of warmth everywhere the small creature made contact with her. She cradled it in one arm as she stroked her hand along its proffered underside and was shocked to discover how much softer the fur was there compared to the coarser hair on its back and head. She looked up to find the woman staring at her in similar amazement, so she spoke her thoughts, hoping the woman might understand this time.

“I can’t believe how soft it is.” She couldn’t stop running her fingers through the down on its belly. “So soft.”

The woman seemed to come back to herself and suddenly leaned forward, grasping the fallen blankets and dragging them up to her neck so that even the little beast was concealed beneath them. The woman spoke, but the words were still indecipherable. The woman stood and held her hands out, palms up, and then left, running up the stairs in a rumble of thumps that continued overhead, paused, and then came thudding back downstairs.

The woman stopped in front of her again and held out what looked like several scraps of cloth. She took them automatically and the woman reached down and grabbed the edge of the top blanket, holding it up in front of her. Another string of gibberish didn’t help, but she was pretty sure she understood what was expected of her, especially when the woman turned her head away.

Nudity was a taboo in this place. That sounded right. Some of the older hidden colonies had those types of social restrictions, one of many customs which had built up over several generations, though as a slave, such indulgences had never been an option for her. Personally, she didn’t care one way or the other, but conforming was the backbone of her existence. At least she hadn’t been reprimanded with a beating...

Her head gave a warning twinge and she instantly let go of the thought trail and focused on the clothes in her hand. She maneuvered herself out from under the rumbling furball and held up the two garments. Judging by their shapes, it wasn’t too hard to figure out which went where, though getting into them was easier said than done. She finally climbed into the largest holes and pushed her limbs into place, only to have the woman gesture at her as if something was wrong. She checked the positioning of the clothes, but they were covering the only bits their shapes could cover, so she had no idea what the woman could possibly want her to do differently.

After a moment, the woman gave up trying to communicate the source of her disapproval and sat back down on the table, so she sat down, too, the minimal activity having drained her. The little beast took that as an invitation, immediately climbing into her lap and flopping over so she could rub its head and belly as it vibrated in a soothing rhythm.

“I adljnz you jh dwlj tyv friend xpsq fwbn.”

She looked up in surprise. This time she was positive the woman had just used the word ‘friend,’ though it wasn’t the same word she knew in her own language. That meant she knew at least some of the woman’s language. Perhaps only the basics, but at least it was something. She was also pretty sure the word had been used in conjunction with the sounds she’d previously associated with the words ‘I’ and ‘you.’ Maybe they were friends after all and part of her injuries had included damage to not only her memories, but also her language center. It would explain why the woman had been so kind to her and understanding of her lack of propriety.

The idea they were friends filled her with such joy, she couldn’t help smiling. She knew her reaction was all out of proportion to the situation, but she didn’t care. She’d felt scared and alone since waking up, except when this woman had held her hand and spoken in soothing tones to help calm her. She felt giddy and not just a little light-headed at the thought that maybe everything would be okay after all.

She was about to question the woman and try to confirm the word she’d heard was indeed ‘friend’ when a high-pitched whine sounded from across the room, startling her. She followed the woman’s gaze to another furry animal, this one much larger than the one in her lap and with much bigger teeth.

The woman spoke and patted her thigh and the animal leapt to its feet and galloped towards them. It stopped and sat down next to the woman, its bushy tail brushing back and forth over the floor behind it.

The woman spoke again, offering her palm to the animal, which lifted one of its legs and placed its clawed foot in her hand. The woman raised and lowered it several times and then let it go. The woman turned to her, obviously asking her a question, none of which she understood, but then the animal pawed at the blankets and she realized it was attempting to introduce itself. She took its paw and again felt the sudden sense of a mental presence burst into her mind. She mimicked the woman’s earlier movements, shaking the paw, and then promptly let it go.

The large beast got up and she thought it was leaving, but it merely walked around the table so that it could sit closer to her. She realized it was as docile as the small creature in her lap, but with the little furball pushing its head into one of her hands, she only had one left over to pet both of them. She moved her hand back and forth, enjoying the sensations of physical and mental contact with both animals, until the larger of the two tried to join the smaller one in her lap.

The woman grabbed its collar to hold it back and said a few words to it, though it didn’t sound like a reprimand. The woman rubbed its head and stroked its back, which seemed to content the large animal so that it didn’t try to climb on her again.

She felt drowsy, the rhythmic movement of petting the little beast’s stomach making her eyelids droop.

Then a sharp pounding sounded nearby and she was instantly alert for danger. She heard the boy yell, but it didn’t have a tone of alarm and the woman seemed completely at ease, so she tried to relax.

It wasn’t long before a white-haired old man walked in from the other room, followed by the boy. The man had to be in his one-fifties, at least, but he appeared as fit as a hundred-year-old. The larger animal bounded over to him, standing up on its hind legs so that it was nearly as tall as the man. The man scrubbed it behind the ears and then it let him pass. The man walked over to them and the woman stood so he could sit down in her place.

The man spoke to her, seeming quite happy about something, but other than a few pronouns, she had no idea what he was saying. When he swept his hand towards her, she flinched back involuntarily and looked to the woman for a hint as to what she should do. The woman seemed distressed and spoke to the man instead.

The man faced her again, so she waited. He pointed to his chest.

“Doc.”

He did it again, and then moving slower this time, held his hand out to her as he said a few more words, one of which she was sure was the pronoun ‘you,’ and waited expectantly.

It took a moment for understanding to sink in, but when it did...

“Oh no. You don’t know who I am, do you.”

All the hope she’d felt bubbling in her chest earlier at the notion the woman was her friend came crashing down into the pit of her stomach.

What am I going to do?

Tears welled up in her eyes and she tried to blink them away. The woman was at her side in an instant, a comforting hand on her shoulder. The large beast also seemed to sense her pain and pushed its nose against her hand, emitting several high-pitched whines in empathy.

All of a sudden, the dozing creature in her lap jumped up, hissing and belting the larger animal across the muzzle with outstretched claws. A second later, it leapt past her shoulder onto the back of the couch and made a horrible yowling sound that tapered into a never-ending growl. In response, the larger beast showed its teeth and let off a deep woof she instinctively knew meant danger. If the two monsters were going to fight, she certainly didn’t want to be sitting between them, so she moved as fast as she could to get out of their way and tried to climb over the side of the couch.

As the boy yelled at the larger of the two animals and took hold of its collar, the woman stopped her retreat and began murmuring a string of soothing tones next to her until she relaxed. She glanced up to find the old man grinning at her, though she didn’t think it was all that amusing. He reached out to tap her hand and spoke similar words to the woman’s, which she guessed were meant to let her know she was safe, but as she watched the two animals, she wasn’t so sure.

The others talked while she caught her breath. She was still quite weak and all that excitement had left her shaky, but after a few minutes, the old man seemed interested in her again.

He slowly took her wrist. She had no idea what her response was supposed to be, so she looked to the woman, who squeezed her shoulder and said a few words, which she guessed meant she was doing fine.

Then he brought a small plastic stick towards her face and she couldn’t help pulling away. It looked like a tagging device. She’d already removed the last four of her back teeth to get rid of her tags. Unless they planned to hold her down for the procedure, she had no intention of getting tagged again.

More throbbing sliced through her temples, but she kept her expression blank so as not to reveal the pain to a potential enemy. She pushed the thoughts and memories away, trying to make her mind as empty as her eyes, and the pain eventually receded.

After a few more attempts and her obvious refusal, the woman took the device from the man and opened her mouth wide, lifting her tongue, and placing the device under it, and then closed her mouth. She slipped it out again and handed it back to the man, who pulled the clear sheath off of it and replaced it with another. He held it up in front of her and waited.

She suddenly realized her mistake. It couldn’t possibly be a tagger, not if it went under the tongue, so she carefully opened wide and raised her tongue so he could rest the device under it. She sealed her lips together and after a beep sounded from the stick, the man pulled it from her mouth and looked at the small readout on its side.

The man brought out a wide strip of cloth with tubes attached to it and gestured for her arm. This time, she let him do what he wanted, allowing him to wrap the material around her upper arm. The cloth slowly became tighter and tighter, and she almost reached up to tear it off, but then the pressure lessened, and after a few moments, the man removed it himself.

He shined bright lights in her eyes, looked in her mouth and ears and nose, and pressed at various places along her throat and neck. He felt along her skull and inspected her arms and legs. Through a series of demonstrations, he conveyed how he wanted her to squeeze his fingers with both hands, and then push and pull against his arms. At one point, he seemed to be using a device to listen to her internal organs, and it slowly dawned on her that he was some sort of healer, but that didn’t make sense. All the devices were wrong. A simple med-scanner would have told him nearly everything he needed to know about her health, or lack thereof.

As the poking and prodding went on, she found herself growing more and more tired, though she resolutely kept her eyes open, so she could follow what the man was doing and move when he gestured for her to do so.

Eventually, he brought out several small rolls of cloth, a bowl, a bag of water, and a few other supplies she didn’t recognize. He went about meticulously washing the gash on her arm, the dirty water caught by the bowl. He tweezed out a few pieces of larger debris, then dried her arm. She watched him, curious about what he was doing, until he applied some sort of thick liquid to the wound and covered it with a section of cloth he cut from the roll.

He can’t heal.

If she’d needed any further confirmation she wasn’t dealing with her own kind, she’d found it. She might not be able to remember her own name, but she knew her people had innate healing abilities that allowed them to heal minor, and even some major, wounds in both themselves and others. The fact that hers didn’t seem to be working was most likely due to whatever had happened to her.

What if I never heal? What if I never remember who I am?

The thoughts sent tremors of panic through her, but as the man diligently worked on an even deeper wound on her thigh, she forced herself to calm down. The woman obviously trusted the old man’s expertise and everyone she’d seen so far had been in good health. Either her body would heal itself or the man’s medicine would do it for her. As for her memory...

A low throbbing pulsed across her skull and as was becoming her habit, she pushed all thoughts of trying to remember to the back of her mind and the throbbing ebbed away.

Just as the old man was finishing his work, she felt a soft paw on her shoulder and warmed at the connection. The little animal had calmed down since being upset by the larger one, so she leaned back to allow it to half-slide down her chest and into her lap. Once it had stopped walking in circles and found a comfortable spot to lie down, the man pulled the blankets up to her chest, covering the little furball completely, which didn’t seem to bother it in the slightest. A moment later, the larger beast settled its chin on her thigh, adding to the security she felt flowing all around her. The man smiled at her, said a few indecipherable words, and then turned away.

She watched the woman and the old man as they continued to converse, but even when she caught flashes of images from what she was now sure was their unintentional broadcasting of their thoughts, she still had no idea what they were saying.

A new voice suddenly sounded in the room and she tried to figure out where it was coming from. Then she saw the man pull a comm unit from his belt and understood it to be similar to the device the boy had used earlier, though the boy’s version was stealthier.

After a short conversation, the woman went with the old man into the adjoining room, leaving the boy sitting on the low table while he rubbed the large beast’s head. He smiled at her, but didn’t try to talk to her.

She wasn’t sure what would be expected of her next, but she didn’t think it mattered anymore. She was too tired to do much more than lean to the side so she could rest her head against the end of the couch. The little creature didn’t seem to like where it had ended up and tunneled its way under the blankets to curl up along her side, using her arm as a pillow, its little head exposed just outside the covers. A moment later, the larger animal hopped up onto the other end of the couch and settled itself on her legs.

The boy stood, gathering up their cups from earlier, and smiled before turning away to head into the same adjoining room the others had disappeared into.

She was asleep in seconds.





* * *

 





“Sub-commander, may I have a moment?”

The first lieutenant, now acting as Sub-commander, turned and spread her hands wide in invitation.

“How may I be of assistance?”

The second lieutenant bowed and handed over her display.

“Sensors have lost contact with the Commander’s ship.”

The Sub-commander scrolled through the readout.

“Have you run diagnostics?”

“Yes, twice. Sensors appear to be in perfect order. We also tried the relay satellites, just in case, but they can’t locate the Commander’s ship either, though they confirm receipt of our signal.” The second lieutenant hesitated, but then continued. “Should we begin preparations for a rescue mission?”

The Sub-commander frowned, but didn’t lift her eyes from the display.

“The Commander’s orders were specific.”

If anything were to go wrong on the Commander’s end, they were to wait three days for her to correct the problem. If she still hadn’t made contact, then and only then were they to mount a rescue mission.

Unless the fleet was needed elsewhere. The Commander had stressed that point several times. If the hidden colonies were in danger, they took precedence over her or anyone else’s individual well-being.

“I know what she said, but... You’re in command now. If you were to—”

“Sub-commander!” The third lieutenant rushed over from her station on the bridge and bowed deeply. “I beg your forgiveness, but communications has just received a distress call from Rastis IV. They’re under attack. They’ve withdrawn into the underground shelters, but while their shields and armor appear to be holding, most of their water stores were contaminated in one of the blasts and are now undrinkable. They won’t be able to last more than a week.”

“It’ll take us nearly that long just to get there,” the Sub-commander said.

“Wait, what about the Commander? We can’t just leave her behind,” the second lieutenant said.

“We don’t have a choice.” She turned to the third lieutenant. “Set course for the Rastis System.”

She turned to see to her other duties, but was stopped by a hand on her shoulder.

“You can’t leave without her. We need her. The Elders—”

“We have the Commander’s orders and the Elders agreed with her.” The second opened her mouth to speak, but the Sub-commander continued. “And I happen to agree with them.” The Sub-commander lowered her voice, suddenly understanding exactly how the Commander had felt when she’d argued with her in just the same way. “We will return for her, I promise.”

“If any of us survive,” the second muttered.













Chapter 5

 





She opened her eyes to darkness. For a moment, she was confused about where she was. Then she remembered. She’d been injured, but the dark-haired woman had tended to her, along with two males.

She turned her head to see glowing embers in the hearth. They provided just enough light for her to make out various shapes around the room. The woman was sleeping in a chair nearby. The larger of the two animals was sprawled across her legs and the smaller one was draped over her shoulder. She slid out from under both of them and sat up.

Something pulled on the hair on her forearm and she looked down to find the cloth the old man had affixed there. She carefully peeled the sticky parts up and held her arm up to the minimal light. The cut was gone. She did the same for the cloth patch on her thigh and found the skin smooth and healthy. She nodded to herself. That meant her body’s natural healing abilities had kicked in.

She stood and stretched, listening internally for any problems her body might have missed.

There was only one, but it wasn’t something that needed healing.

She looked around, wondering where the proper facilities might be. There were only two exits from the room she was in. Left or right?

She chose right, silently walking around the sleeping woman so she wouldn’t disturb her.

Faced with another choice between steps leading up and a dark hallway with several doors, she picked the hallway. At the first door, she looked for the panel that controlled it, but the walls were blank. She swiped her palm along both sides, just in case, but nothing happened.

A squashed cylinder set waist high in the door looked promising, so she tapped it with her finger. When nothing happened, she pressed her palm against it, but it wasn’t until her fingers naturally closed around the knob that she realized it was a mechanical device, no scan required. Of course, making it work was another matter.

She tried pushing, then pulling, and though she felt movement, the device refused to release the door. Finally, she hit on turning the knob, and once it was turned far enough, the door fell open.

She took a step into the darkness. The lights didn’t activate when the door opened or at her movement. She felt along the wall, hoping against hope there’d be a panel. Instead, her fingers caught on a switch and suddenly the room was illuminated from overhead.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement and jumped back, ready to fight for her life if she had to. A woman stood there also in a fighting stance, her mussed blonde hair coming to rest just past the rise of her breasts hidden beneath her cloth shirt.

A moment later, she straightened and rolled her eyes at herself in annoyance. It was just her reflection in a mirror. She paused and leaned closer, inspecting the image of herself. Her face seemed right, but the hair... Shouldn’t it have been shorter?

The pressing need in her lower abdomen forced her to abandon the thought before her head could start hurting again. She found the only likely device and used the facilities. With a little investigation, she found the lever that took the sullied water away and replaced it with new. She put the lid back down the way she’d found it and looked around the rest of the room. She turned knobs and discovered more places where water could be brought in through different sized faucets. She took a tentative taste and grinned. It wasn’t stale at all and had a wonderful, natural tang, as if it had been poured over rocks or metal.

She drank her fill and then left, flipping the switch for the lights on her way out. She was starving.

She tried the other doors and found similar switches for the lights, but there was nothing that looked like it might contain food, so she turned around and went back the way she’d come.

The woman was still fast asleep, so she kept going to see what the left option offered. Instead of a knob, the door had a silver rectangle on it, which she tried to palm, but soon realized it must be there only for decoration as there was no locking mechanism. She pushed the door open and slipped through, letting it swing shut behind her.

She found the light switch and flicked it on. She immediately saw containers of food on the counter, judging by the images on the outside, and various devices she guessed were for cooking for the masters, so she was in the right place. A tray of silver rectangles, probably set aside for the slaves, sat on the counter and she quickly tore one open and stuffed the wrapper in her mouth. She waited for it to dissolve, but after a few moments, it was still intact, so she spit it out and set it aside.

She looked at the rectangles and paused. They didn’t look anything like the dirty brown she’d expected. They were a light tan with some sort of white coating on one side. She sniffed and her eyes widened. If they tasted as good as they smelled...

She took a bite and hummed in pleasure. Sandwiched inside was a gooey red paste that tasted so sweet, she was sure she could feel the energy from the delicious substance coursing through her limbs moments later. She finished both slices and for the first time in her life considered opening another ration packet.

She held herself back, unsure what the rationing situation was in this place. That might have been her entire allotment for the day.

The door suddenly swung open, making her jump, and the large beast slid down from its hind legs where it had stood up to leverage the door open. It muscled forward before the door swung shut again and nosed against her bare leg, swiping its tongue along the side of her knee. She giggled and slapped a hand over her mouth even as she tried to catch the thing before it could do it again.

“Stop that,” she whispered as she tried to sidetrack it with a rub on the head.

It sat down and looked up at her, then nosed a big silver bowl on the floor next to the cabinet before looking back up at her.

“Oh, I guess you want breakfast, too.” She picked up the bowl. “So, what do you eat?”

She sniffed at the bowl, catching a pungent mix of smells she couldn’t identify, but which she was sure she’d recognize if she smelled them again, and went in search of the scent. It didn’t take her long to find a large cylindrical container with small balls of the animal’s food. She wondered how many it got to eat each day. Judging by the size of the bowl, it was at least two helpings of the fist-sized scoop in the container, so she dumped two scoops into the bowl and set it back down.

The animal hardly chewed as it gulped down a dozen of the bite-sized bits at a time. It made her wonder. If the animal got to eat that much food, surely it would be all right if she had another ration packet.

She was just about to grab one when the door opened again.

The woman stood there, bleary-eyed and squinting against the light. She looked down at the large animal and then back up at her.

“You sjkgsp her?”

She frowned. Without the verb, the pronouns were useless, but she thought she might have gotten the gist of it, as well as the gender of the animal.

“I fed her, yes.”

She sighed. She was still speaking in her own language. She was about to try again, but the woman shook her head and waved her hand, as if to dismiss any further conversation.

The woman held up a finger and then turned around and left. She heard the woman yell something and an answering yell came faintly from above. The woman came back in, motioning for her to sit in one of the chairs around the small table, and then began pulling things from various cabinets and storage containers. The woman found the discarded wrapper on the counter and picked it up, a moment later shooting a confused look at her when she realized it was wet. The woman opened a lower cabinet and tossed it in a small receptacle, then wiped her hand on her clothing and went back to work.

She watched the woman curiously. Blue-orange flames erupted from the top of one of the larger components and heated the food the woman prepared. The scents emanating from the large metal dish made her mouth water and it was all she could do not to walk over and try to sneak a taste.

She was startled when the boy suddenly burst through the swinging door and came bounding into the room. He greeted the woman first, then her, and then was greeted in return by the large beast, who seemed inordinately happy to see him. After a few moments spent in mutual affection, the boy pulled away, only pausing long enough to add to his heavy padded layers from several garments hanging on the wall before leaving with the animal through the door opposite the swinging one. He’d made sure to cover every inch of his skin, which made sense when she felt the blast of cold air sweep in from outside. She shivered, remembering a flash of trudging through knee-deep snow as icy wind blew sharp crystal pellets against her face, forcing her to half-close her eyes. She wondered what she’d been doing out there and a stabbing sensation made her grab the side of her head and moan.

In an instant, the woman was there, a hand on her shoulder. She looked up at the woman’s urgent tone.

“Mwhp you gwlsi?”

She shook her head, unable to answer what she guessed was an inquiry regarding her current state. She shivered again and the woman nodded, gesturing for her to stay put before dashing out of the room. Barely a minute later, the woman returned with more scraps of cloth, though these seemed more substantial than the ones she’d received the night before.

She took the garments and stood to begin pulling off her current clothes so she could change into the new items, but the woman stopped her, glancing at the door the boy had gone through and frowning. The woman held up a finger and went back to the cooking apparatus, turning off the flame and setting the metal dish aside. The woman came back and beckoned for her to follow.

The woman led her back to the personal facilities room and gestured at several containers on small shelves set into the back wall of the enclosed compartment. She caught a few images indicating which ones to use first and how much. She watched as the woman turned the knob to start the water, but then pulled a piston on the faucet to force the flow through another spout higher up.

The woman pulled the door partially closed on the stall to keep the water contained and then turned back to her. The woman seemed about to say something, but then shook her head. The woman pointed out the door and then at herself and she understood the woman was reassuring her that she’d be outside if she needed her. Then the woman left, closing the door behind her.

She looked around and decided the countertop would be a good place to set the new clothes out of the way. She took off her current garments and gingerly stepped into the stall.

The first touch of warm water made her sigh in contentment. She’d expected it to be cold. Her next thought was to look for the timer, but given how the water had been activated manually, she wasn’t surprised not to find one. Still, she didn’t dawdle and used the first pump to gain a small amount of cleanser for her hair. As soon as the scent reached her, she breathed deeply and smiled. It smelled wonderful, just like the woman. She brought her hand closer to her face and inhaled a few more times, enjoying the lack of antiseptic smell, but then finally set to work.

She did her best to rub it through the long strands of her hair, but her fingers kept getting tangled and it didn’t feel right. Had she ever done this before? A low throbbing warned her the question was off-limits and she quickly blanked her mind. She decided the cleanser had likely done its job and ducked her head under the falling water, spending several minutes longer than was probably necessary to rinse her hair.

The next pump yielded another wonderfully scented concoction, this one thicker than the first, but still reminding her of the woman. From the images in the woman’s mind, it seemed to be less a cleanser than some sort of healing agent and was to be left in her hair while she performed the task of scrubbing her skin with the solid cleansing bar and a fluffy sponge-like ball. The soft material of the ball felt so smooth on her skin, she cleaned her body twice just for the sheer pleasure of it.

Eventually, she finished with her skin and rinsed her hair, finding her fingers tangling less after the application of the second liquid. She hesitated turning off the water, but she didn’t want to be greedy. The woman and the boy would need to clean themselves as well and though there wasn’t a timer, it was unlikely the heated water supply was unlimited.

With the water off, she opened the door and found the room misty with steam. Unfortunately, the air was still far colder than the current temperature of her wet skin. She quickly looked around for an air blade to dry herself with, but the only thing she found were several thick rectangles of cloth hanging on a bar affixed to the wall. She hoped using one to wipe the water from her skin would be okay, that it might even be its intended purpose.

When she was dry, she picked up the new clean clothes, which included a long sleeved version of the shirt she’d been wearing and longer pants that were also thicker and gathered at the ankles. There were also several new items, a pair of thick socks that neatly protected her feet against the cold stone tiles and a smaller scrap of shiny cloth she realized was intended to cover her nether regions.

How many different ways must I cover myself here?

She tried the item on, not liking how the elastic bands gripped the creases at the tops of her thighs and pulled them off again, setting them aside. The rest of the garments fit fine, if a bit loose.

She used the cloth she’d dried herself with to wipe a clear spot on the mirror. It still caught her off guard to see her hair streaming past her shoulders. Her hair was a tangled mess from rubbing it with the cloth, so she dragged her fingers through it, trying to make it at least presentable. Even with the healing liquid, which made the strands release their grip on each other a little easier than before, she still couldn’t quite make it settle the way she thought it should. Clearly, she was doing something wrong, but she figured the woman could probably help.

She left the facilities and headed for the kitchen, but movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. She came to stand in front of an object hanging on the wall and frowned in concentration as she studied it.

At first, she thought it might be some sort of sculpture, but the radial pointer incrementally tracing a circle around its central point seemed to be counting seconds, though as she counted with it, one full circumference numbered sixty, instead of the fifty she thought it should.

On the inside edge of the circle she counted twelve groups of symbols, which took a little work to figure out, but it soon became clear the single lines counted for one, the crossed lines represented ten, and the top half of the crossed lines equaled five. If a smaller number came after the same or a larger number, it was added; if it came before, it was subtracted. The numbering system seemed archaic for the level of tech she’d seen so far, but it was possible the object was simply very old. Or maybe it was just meant to replicate something old.

There were dots between the symbols, which seemed to indicate increments of five between the twelve symbols for a total of sixty. That made sense for counting the seconds, but there were two other radial pointers, a long one and a short one, and as she continued to watch, she saw the long pointer move from one dot to the next as the fast-moving pointer completed a circuit. That meant there were not only sixty seconds in a minute, but also sixty minutes in an hour, rather than the seventy she’d been expecting.

If she was right and this was a timekeeper, that meant those twelve symbols marked hours, so either the planet had a very short rotational period or it counted intervals. The question was how many?

A normal day was twenty-seven hours counted in three intervals of nine hours each, or at least it should be. That was standard time, which she knew didn’t always match up with planet time, but since she’d hardly ever spent any time planetside, having grown up on a carrier ship, it had never really mattered much to her—

Sudden pain stabbed her temples and she grabbed her head.

Here and now. Here and now is all that matters. Only now.

She breathed through the pain and it slowly ebbed away.

She glanced back up at the clock, careful not to make any associations, and focused on the math. Correlating seconds, minutes, and hours, she worked out a simple ratio to translate one time measurement to the other. The seconds were the same as far as she could tell and there was only a difference of approximately 1.7 minutes from the hour she expected and the local one, which only left the number of hours in a day. If it was two intervals of twelve, then measured in standard time, it was just shy of 24.75 hours, only two and a quarter hours short of a normal day for her. If it was three or more intervals...

Well, she’d deal with it like she always did. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d been expected to work for five intervals, with only one for rest, though normally she worked for two and a half and rested for half, but if she had to—

The pain came again and she shut down the train of thought as fast as she could, though she thought she’d finally figured out the pattern. If she knew something, she could use that information, but if she tried to remember how she’d acquired the skill or a specific time she’d used it, pain was immediate. So it was her personal memories that were off-limits, not common knowledge.

But why? What would cause—

She winced and backed off.

Too specific, apparently. I’m going to have to come at this more obliquely. There has to be a way to—

“Dnsin wqjl you jotsl?”

She turned to find the woman looking at her. The woman glanced around her face and she realized the woman was staring at her hair, while trying to suppress a smile by biting her lip. She frowned and reached up to try to comb her fingers through it again, but the woman shook her head and led her back to the facilities.

She watched the woman slide open a compartment and pull out a spiked weapon, but before she could guard herself, the woman offered it to her. She took it and found the spikes were actually flexible and their ends were rounded, but while that knowledge eased her wariness, it didn’t help her understand what was expected of her. She looked up at the woman and offered the object back to her.

The woman frowned, but took it anyway and then moved to stand behind her facing the mirror.

She watched in the mirror as the woman carefully placed the spikes against her head, and then slowly dragged them through her hair. Tingles spread across her scalp, sending a pleasurable shiver across her shoulders. She smiled and closed her eyes, allowing herself to sink into the sensations as the woman ran the spikes through another part of her hair. She couldn’t help leaning back a little farther with each stroke, until she felt the barest hint of contact with the woman’s chest. She inhaled deeply, her heart beating faster as she sensed the woman was experiencing a similar feeling of pleasure.

She opened her eyes and found the woman intently focused on her hair, but when the woman glanced up, their gazes locked in the mirror and the woman paused in mid stroke. She felt her heart thudding against her breastbone and was sure the woman must feel it, too, but then the woman broke eye contact with her and completed the motion. The woman cleared her throat and motioned with her free hand. She stepped aside and watched as the woman reached for the drawer, only to stop as her gaze settled on the item resting on the counter. The woman glanced back at her, her gaze darting lower for a brief second, then just as quickly looked away again. The woman swept the previously discarded garment into the compartment along with the instrument and closed it.

Then the woman moved around her, muttering a few words, and left the room.

She wanted to reach out and stop the woman, pull her closer, but instead she simply followed her back to the kitchen and sat in the chair she’d occupied earlier.

As she looked around, she noticed the smaller animal was perched up on the counter opposite where the woman was working, quietly devouring a dish of food that appeared much wetter than the dry little balls she’d fed its larger counterpart. That made sense, since they were obviously very different species.

She continued to watch, finding the activity of the small animal almost hypnotic as it sat up and began languidly licking its front paws in between rubbing them over its cheeks. It eventually decided it was done with that task and lightly jumped down to the floor, then walked over to her, brushing its body against her shin on its way to the swinging door. She was about to get up and push the door open for it, when it walked its front paws up the edge of the door and methodically began rocking forward until a large enough gap appeared. Then it quickly slipped through before the gap could close on the next swing and disappeared. She shook her head in wonder at the creature’s resourcefulness.

A moment later, the boy returned, bringing another gust of icy wind with him, but she was ready for it this time and blanked her mind to any associations. The large beast followed him in after shaking itself just beyond the doorway, for which she was quite grateful, and then it pushed its way past the swinging door and disappeared the same as the smaller one had. The boy spoke over his shoulder to the woman as he hung up his outer garments to drip into a tray on the floor. She thought she recognized the word for ‘fed’ again, but the rest was still incomprehensible.

She was in the middle of wondering what other animal the boy might have fed and why it wasn’t in the house with the two she’d already met, when the boy set a dish in front of her, along with two others she guessed were for him and the woman. He added cups and knives, and some sort of multi-pronged instrument, and then the woman came over and pushed a portion of what was in the cooking dish onto each of the dishes on the table.

The boy came back with a stack of what looked like extra large ration bars and three small lidded containers, which he placed in the middle of the table. A moment later, the woman filled each of their cups with an opaque orangish-yellow liquid, and then brought over a dish of something else she couldn’t identify, but which made her stomach growl loud enough to be heard by the others. The two smiled and shared knowing looks as they sat down.

They each took one of the square bars, so she followed suit, surprised at how light it was. She watched them each use their knives to spread some sort of concoction that melted into the square, so she did the same, and found it softened the bar. Then she noticed they’d each added a thick paste to their bars, the woman a dark purple and the boy a bright red. She considered and decided to go with the red, hoping it would taste as good as the ration bar she’d eaten earlier, and was not disappointed.

It wasn’t until she’d finished the light ration bar that she realized the others were taking turns between eating the bar and what was on their dishes. They’d also both taken strips of the food that still had her swallowing to control her drool.

She only took two strips, just like they had, even though she really wanted the other three left on the communal dish. She tore off a bite and couldn’t help her groan of pleasure as the salty flavor flowed over her tongue. She chewed enthusiastically and was onto her second strip before she noticed the woman watching her curiously, though the boy seemed to be enjoying his meal with just as much gusto.

She swallowed and took a sip from her cup in a conscious effort to slow down, but then had to suppress another moan as tart and sweet made the perfect counterpoint to the salt she’d just eaten.

She decided to move on to the last food on her dish, though she wasn’t sure what to make of it. It wasn’t solid like the other kinds of food, so she couldn’t pick it up with her fingers, which meant she had to use the multi-pronged tool instead. The ease with which the woman and boy were using theirs told her she’d probably get another odd look if she didn’t appear to do the same, so she surreptitiously studied both of their techniques while she took several more sips from her cup.

The tool seemed to be held somewhat like a stylus, but not quite. She picked up the tool and tried to modify her grip, but it felt awkward. It occurred to her that unlike bathing, this felt completely foreign and unfamiliar, and she was sure she’d never used the tool before.

After dropping two bites before making it to her mouth and receiving a concerned look from both the woman and the boy, she gave up and used the same grip as she would when using a stylus. She had more control that way, but she could feel the woman watching her again, as if trying to figure something out.

She was distracted from her self-consciousness as the taste of the food sparked a sense of familiarity and she forgot that she shouldn’t try to remember where she knew it from. She’d been sitting at a table like this one, only rougher hewn, and her mother had been telling her about the eggs the wild birds laid in the bushes every day—

She dropped the tool on the dish with a loud clatter and grabbed her temples, shutting her eyes tight. It was several moments before she noticed the woman squeezing her shoulder. She opened her eyes and saw both of them watching her with concerned looks again.

She considered what she could say to ease their minds, but she didn’t think she knew enough of their words yet to get the message across, so she settled for a weak smile. The woman watched her another moment, but seemed to decide to leave it alone.

The woman pointed at her dish and raised an eyebrow in question. She shook her head to indicate she wasn’t going to eat any more, so the woman gathered it up, along with her own empty dish and the boy’s, and took them away. The boy followed the woman’s lead and picked up all the utensils, though he did manage to swipe the last three strips of food from the communal dish before the woman came back and took it and their cups away, too. He shoved them in his mouth, and then picked up the other items left on the table and returned them to their rightful places.

She watched them move around the room and let their well-practiced routine distract her from her worries. It was obvious they’d done this many times before and not even her sudden presence could alter it very much. Almost as quickly as the woman cleaned an item, the boy dried it and put it away in one of the various cabinets or drawers. She memorized where each item went in case she was asked to locate the items again.

She felt the change in energy as the woman turned off the water and left the room. The relaxed atmosphere of the morning meal was over, which could only mean work would soon begin.

The boy finished putting everything away, and then went back to where he’d hung up his clothes and began putting them back on.

A few minutes later, the woman returned, wearing thicker clothing just like the boy’s. She was also holding a thick stack of folded papers behind her back. She pulled them out so the boy could see them and he took them from her. He unfolded the paper and began reading. Then he flipped to the last page.

Even before the whoop of exhilaration, she could feel the boy’s emotions shift from logical interest to joyous excitement. The boy jumped into the woman’s arms and hugged her, and then backed up and began talking quickly. The woman replied and moved to put on her outer garments.

As she watched them, seemingly oblivious to her presence now, she wondered how to explain to them she was capable of working. As long as she didn’t try to remember anything, she was sure she’d be fine.

She stood up and the boy noticed her. He stopped talking, so the woman turned around to see what was going on. She picked at her clothes and then placed her hand on the woman’s thick jacket. Then she gestured to herself and then to both of them.

The woman glanced at the boy and they shared a quick conversation. The woman seemed unsure, but then shrugged her shoulders. The woman headed for the swinging door and waited.

She followed the woman, wondering if they had anything in her size. She wasn’t nearly as tall as they were, and she was a lot thinner, but if they had another worker like her, she thought it might be okay. However, the woman didn’t take her to the clothing. She took her back through the main room and then down a set of stairs into another room similar to the main one. The woman picked up a small rectangular device and pressed a button, which activated a large screen on the wall showing people talking and moving around. Then the woman picked up another small device and handed it over.

She took it and saw it was covered with buttons, some with symbols on them, some with different colors, and some with what appeared to be words written near them. She looked up at the woman and offered the device back to her.

The woman sighed and pointed it at a small box located below the screen. She watched the woman’s hand carefully to see what she did. When the woman pressed one of the central buttons, the screen changed to show different people in a different setting.

She suddenly understood what the woman wanted her to do. She took the device back and immediately began looking for a learning stream. The woman probably thought she was brain-damaged by now, not even knowing how to work a simple education/entertainment device, but she would do her best to learn quickly and become productive. Once she learned the language and could communicate properly with these people, maybe they could help her remember who she was.

She felt the woman leave as she found what appeared to be a children’s learning program. It showed individual symbols in large print and sounded them out for her while also using them in simple words with explanatory pictures. As the program continued to introduce new symbols, they felt more and more familiar with the sounds turning out to be exactly what she expected and she was even guessing some of the new words’ sounds and meanings before they were explained. She could have done without the strange hand puppets and funny voices, but the children seemed to enjoy interacting with them and once she understood what was being said, sometimes they were quite funny.

In the middle of one such program, she was joined by the animals again, the smaller one nestling into her lap while the larger one rested against her side. She closed her eyes for a few minutes, enjoying the waves of peaceful contentment that flowed from them and made her feel safe as she ran her fingers through their soft fur. She tried not to think too deeply about it, but something about the sensation gave her the impression that wasn’t an emotion she felt very often. Before the pain in her head could become too sharp, she let the thoughts go and went back to concentrating on the language lessons.

After several hours and switching between different streams to find more educational programs, she’d learned enough to know she needed two things if she wanted to speed up the process: a lexicon and a network-connected computer. She maneuvered herself out from under the sleeping animals and looked around the room. A few minutes’ investigation revealed both items based on props she’d seen in the programs.

The lexicon was a bound hardcopy and had an introductory section explaining the origins of the language, called English, which she now understood was what the woman had been inquiring about the night before. Though she didn’t understand all the words, she was able to fill in most of the blanks by context as she read the introduction. According to the language’s history, its roots lay in another language, German, and had strong ties to a second language, French, due to a war and subsequent foreign occupation.

That made sense. Her own language was full of words borrowed, and later assimilated, from the languages of a dozen other species. She could speak most of them fluently, though she was only permitted to speak Standard to the masters. The slave languages were only for the slaves...

She felt a low throbbing in her forehead and backed off, refocusing instead on the task at hand.

She set the dictionary down on the large square table pushed up against one wall of the room and took a seat in front of the computer she’d found there, which had been referred to as a laptop on the large screen. She found the ‘On’ button, a symbol she’d seen on several programs, though she wasn’t sure what a circle partially bisected by a vertical line had to do with running electricity through a device.

The screen clearly showed it required a secret access code, which she found on a small brightly-colored note stuck to the top of the table. She located the symbols on the keyboard and typed them in exactly as they appeared on the note, though they showed up on the screen as identical little dots. The screen refused to change and she wondered if she’d broken it somehow or if it had already been damaged. Then she saw the word ‘Enter’ next to the code box. She found the same word on the keyboard and tapped it.

The screen changed, but only to alert her that she’d entered the wrong password. She tried again, but received the same ‘Incorrect Password’ notice. Maybe the password on the note was old or invalid. It did seem a little odd to keep a security key right next to the device it was supposed to be protecting.

She tried a few more times, a little frustrated that she couldn’t actually see what she was inputting, but nothing worked. She even tried talking to it, wondering if there was a secondary voice activation protocol, but saying the letters and numbers out loud didn’t do anything either.

Eventually, she noticed the variation in the letters on the note and remembered what they’d been called in one of the video streams. Capitals. She found the key labeled ‘Caps Lock’ with a capital ‘A’ on it and wondered. She held her breath as she pressed the key. A light lit up on the keyboard. She re-entered the password, this time turning the capitals on and off as needed, and the password screen changed to something that appeared much less hostile.

Before she could do anything else, she was startled by the sudden appearance of the little furball alighting on her thighs. It looked up at her and gave a loud cry before pushing its head against her chest. She reached up and rubbed its head, which got her an instant vibratory rumble that ended with a phlegmy chirrup.

“At least I seem to have learned your language,” she told it as it made several turns before settling on flopping over onto its side. It began alternately pushing its paws against her stomach, which was oddly soothing.

A moment later, she felt a warm weight settle on top of her feet as the larger beast claimed the only part of her it could. She considered moving back to the couch, but both animals seemed content, so she went back to what she’d been doing.

As she looked over the small screen, it occurred to her she didn’t really know how to interact with the device beyond typing in letters and numbers. Typing letters highlighted various icons and their labels, or if she kept tapping the same letter, it cycled through all the icons that started with that letter. However, she didn’t have a clue how to activate any of them or the one she wanted in particular, which was titled ‘Myria.’ She’d just seen several notices explaining it was the best way to access the ‘Web,’ which seemed to be where she needed to go.

Several times while watching the large screen she’d heard the phrase, ‘For more information, find us on the Web at...’ and then a location code had flashed on the display while the speaker spelled out the words and symbols. Clearly, the ‘Web’ was their version of the interstellar information and communications network she was used to and most likely held vast amounts of information. Information she would need if she hoped to fit in and figure out what had happened to her.

In frustration, she poked at the screen with her finger.

“I want that one. Go there,” she told it.

The icon lit, much to her surprise. Given the level of tech she’d seen so far, she’d just assumed the only input device was the keyboard. She tapped another small picture and the highlight moved to the new icon, but nothing else happened.

Now what?

She was considering going back to the large screen to see if she could find a video giving more detailed information regarding the use of the laptop, when she touched the Myria icon again and accidentally let her finger rest on the screen for a couple seconds. A square formed around the icon. She removed her finger to see what it meant and a menu list popped up next to the icon. The very first item on the list was the word ‘Open’ in bold. She grinned and tapped the word.

A moment later, a new screen appeared waiting for her instructions.

Now that she knew the screen could accept direct input, she tapped inside the box labeled ‘Search’ and began typing in her queries.

She had a lot more to learn.













Chapter 6

 





“You think she’s okay in there? By herself I mean,” Jason said.

Jess glanced over at her son as she scooped up another foot of snow with her shovel and tossed it to the side. Of course the snow blower would choose now to go on the fritz, which was why Jason had half its guts pulled out so he could try to find the problem and fix it.

“I’m sure she’s fine. She was channel-surfing when I left.” At least I hope she didn’t really stop on Wordy’s Wild Wumblee Woos.

“Yeah, but what about that fit she had at breakfast? I thought she was gonna have a seizure or something.”

“I think they’re just headaches, probably leftover from the hypothermia.”

“Oh.” He worked for a few minutes in silence and then frowned. “But what about how she kept dropping her food? You think maybe she has some kind of nerve damage from being frozen like that?”

Jess frowned, looking as concerned as her son.

“I don’t know. I hope not. She seemed to do better after that, so maybe it was only temporary.”

“That’s true.”

Jason brightened, though he continued to frown in concentration as he tweaked various bits.

“Ha! I found it. Stupid screw,” he muttered the last as he pulled a stripped screw from the machine’s inner workings and replaced it with a new one from his toolbox.

He made short work of putting the parts back together and set the machine upright again. On his second pull, the snow blower roared to life and Jess sighed in relief as she stopped shoveling. He turned it off as she came over.

“Good job,” Jess said and gave him a one-armed hug. “Now see if you can clear me some paths to the greenhouses and then do the drive.”

“You really think anyone’s going out in this?”

“Probably not, but I’d still like us to be able to get down to the road if we have to. Not to mention that dinky little blower isn’t going to be able to handle it if the snow gets much higher, so we’re going to have to stay on top of it,” Jess reminded.

“Why can’t we just wait for George to plow us out? He always has before.”

“Because that’s not part of his job and we shouldn’t just expect him to do something like that. If he does it, that’s great, but we should at least do some of the work ourselves. Don’t you think he’d appreciate it if the job was already half done when he gets here?”

“I guess,” Jason said, sounding less than convinced, since he was the one who was going to have to do all the actual work of pushing the blower. “You know, this would all be a heck of a lot easier if you would just let us get our own plow for the truck. They don’t cost that much.”

Jess laughed, though there was no humor in it.

“They cost plenty and you know it. And we don’t have that kind of money to spare. It’s bad enough we’re gonna miss the winter market this weekend.” Jess looked up as the light snow seemed to get thicker again. “And who knows if I’ll be able to get to that farmer’s expo next week.”

“It’ll be all right, Mom. You’ll see. We’ve got the whole rest of the year to catch up if this month turns out... not so great. Besides, they probably canceled the market because of the storm, so everyone’s in the same boat.”

“That’s not very reassuring when the boat’s sinking.”

Jess regretted her words as soon as she said them.

“Wait, is everything okay? I mean you would’ve said if there was something wrong, wouldn’t you? Mom?”

“Everything’s fine. We just... We don’t have a lot of leeway with the profit margin right now, so every little bit counts.”

“But I thought we were doing okay. Is it because of the horses? You said you were only going to use my savings, that it wouldn’t affect—”

“No, it’s not that. It’s... I... I signed the lease.”

“You did what? Mom... You said we couldn’t afford it right now. Why would you—”

“Barbara told me she was going to put the whole farm up for sale at the end of the month unless I was willing to take it. There’s no way we can afford to buy it right now, but the lease buys us some time and the use of the land.”

“So we’re locked in.”

“Yes, but so is Barbara. She can’t accept any offers for two years, and if we can get that place going again...”

“Then we might be able to afford it. Or at least convince her to go for another lease until we can. Did you lock in a price?”

Jess smiled.

“She said she was going to list it at four-fifty, but she forgot she told me last month she didn’t expect to get more than three hundred for it. Then I reminded her the whole place used to belong to our family anyway and we would take care of it. Who knows what some outsiders would do with it, probably build some recreation park with roller coasters and screaming kids, and she only lives a few miles down the road, so she agreed to two-eighty-five.”

Jason whistled and then frowned in concentration as he started to do the math.

“Twenty percent down is fifty-seven thousand dollars. We’ve got, let’s see, twenty-three thousand in CDs, but those aren’t earning hardly anything, and then there’s another eighteen in that stock portfolio...” Jason continued to mumble to himself, working through the calculations in his head, until finally speaking normally again. “We’ll need to save an extra... three-sixty-seven every month for the next two years to make it. But we’ve also got the lease to pay now and the extra horses, and then we’ll have a mortgage to cover and nothing in savings to fall back on—”

Jess put her hand on his shoulder.

“I know it’s a lot to consider, but we’ve got two years to decide if we can make it work. And we’re not going to figure it all out right now. We’ll just see how it goes. But as of yesterday, that place is ours to use as we see fit.”

“Which means we can start putting it to work for us instead of them.” Jason’s frown turned into a grin. “Mom, you know I’ve been thinking about how we could set that place up for proper stabling and farming and all kinds of things ever since I first started working there. Old man Winston never listened to me, but I’ve got everything written out. I could go over there—”

“Hold up. We’ve got chores to see to here.”

“But I should check on the horses anyway. They’re mine now and one of them could’ve been injured in the storm and they’re my responsibility, so—”

“No. I’m not risking you and one of our horses here with this storm picking up again. We’ll check on them when it clears up a bit more.”

“But Mom—”

“No buts. Clear the paths and the drive while I go make the rounds and patch up whatever damage the storm did. And when you’re done with that, I want you to chop enough wood to fill that stack up to the third marker.”

The muscles in Jason’s jaw worked for several moments as he wrestled with himself, but Jess’s gaze never faltered and he clenched his teeth in frustration.

“Fine.”

Jason turned away as Jess tried to put her hand on his shoulder again, but he shrugged her off and yanked the starter on the snow blower. The noise of the engine drowned out her attempt to call his name, which she knew was his intention, so she let him be, giving him a head start on the paths while she walked the wraparound porch around the house to check for damage. She didn’t find any, but she still took her time, waiting until Jason had moved farther away to the next few greenhouse domes before she headed towards the barn. She watched him for another minute as he wrestled with the blower and finally shook her head as she entered the side building attached to the barn. He’d cool off eventually and she had her own chores to see to.





* * *

 





“Sir, are you going to try this stuff on?” Harrison asked, gesturing to the cart full of winter weather clothes.

Cross looked up from dialing his cell phone and frowned.

“We don’t have time.”

“But the guy said to make sure everything fits.”

“Harrison, I think I know what size I am. Just buy the crap and pack it up.”

Cross dismissed him by turning his back and walking away as he brought the phone to his ear. He stood a little straighter when the Director answered.

“Hello, Sir. I just thought you’d like to know we’ve made it into town and—”

“So soon?”

Cross smiled.

“Yes, Sir, I knew you’d be pleased. I worked all night and found an independent contractor who was willing to drive us up in several of his company’s snowplows. For a nominal fee, of course. It took most of the morning, but now we’re prepping to leave for the crash site. I’ve hired a local trail guide and his dogs. They’re certified search and rescue. We’ll leave as soon as he gets back from grabbing his gear... Oh, he’s here now, Sir.”

“Understood. Call me when you’ve reached the site.”

Cross didn’t bother answering as the line went dead.

He put the phone away and walked over to where several of his team members and the trail guide, Scott something, were finishing up getting the gear stowed.

“You set?” Scott asked.

“Good to go,” Cross said.

They carried the packs out to the sleds, which Scott had hitched to their rented snowmobiles, and lashed everything down. In a roar, they headed up the windy unplowed road that weaved its way up the side of the mountain. It took longer than Cross wanted, but they finally reached the trailhead Scott had said would get them the closest to the coordinates Cross had given him.

They abandoned the snowmobiles on the side of the road, tied the sleds to themselves, and headed up the mountain.





* * *

 





Jason brought the ax up over his head and swung it down in a powerful arc, landing just a little right of center on the log set up in front of him. The blow was close enough and the log split cleanly, each half flying to the side and hitting the walls of the small wood shed he’d taken shelter in. He reached for  another log and set it up on the block, automatically reading the cracks in the end as he positioned it for his next carefully aimed strike.

I could’ve been there by now.

Instead, he’d spent over two hours clearing their long drive when George could’ve probably gotten it done in less than fifteen minutes with his truck.

He swung the ax and felt it land with a satisfying thunk, but the log didn’t split. He lifted the ax, the log still hanging on, and slammed it down on the chopping block. The ax finished its path through the log and sent the two ends hurtling away in opposite directions. Jason grabbed the next log and set it up.

I mean seriously, what was the point of wasting my time on the driveway?

He glanced out the open shed doors at the drive in question and shook his head in disgust. You couldn’t even tell he’d cleared it.

That fact made him pause and he frowned as he looked out at the darkened sky.

The snow had been falling at a slow but steady pace since they’d left the house that morning. Gusts of wind had caused huge drifts to form against every building they owned. Even their truck was half-buried and would probably take at least ten minutes of solid shoveling to get it free again. He hadn’t been paying attention while he worked, but now that he was looking, he could see the snow was coming fast and heavy and must have been for some time.

If he’d been at the Winston’s farm, or even on his way back, he’d have been in real trouble. Judging by his past experience with these kinds of storms, they probably had less than an hour before it turned into a complete white out. Once that happened, you were as good as lost, no matter how well you knew the terrain because you simply couldn’t see it anymore. He would’ve been lucky simply to turn around and find his way back to the Winston’s and hole up there until the storm passed.

Jason sighed.

I hate it when she’s right.

He looked out and found his mother still doing her rounds of the greenhouses. He checked his watch and saw it was almost noon. They’d been at it since dawn.

Jason hung up his ax and went outside to dig out the newest wood stack, so he could pull back the tarp and add the wood he’d just split to let it season. The stacks were still a little short for his tastes, but if he kept at it steady this winter and worked extra hard this summer, he was sure he’d be able to make up for it. While he was there, he dug out the oldest stack and made several trips to bring in armloads of wood to replace what they’d used the past few days. The access panel connecting the woodshed to the enclosed porch allowed them to bring wood in as they needed it without having to trudge outside.

He closed and latched the double doors of the woodshed and gave his mother one last glance before heading inside.

Lunch would make a good peace offering.





* * *

 





Jess went about her daily routine, though it was a little different from the norm with the storm thrown in.

First up was making sure each of the half-dozen share refrigerators and freezers were packed with snow, just in case they lost power. The last thing she needed was to lose her customers’ food shares. Not that she would’ve had to refund anyone. Her CSA farm was like any other in that respect. No one would hold her responsible if the harvest went bad one year, but if she didn’t do everything in her power to keep her members’ shares safe, they probably wouldn’t sign up for the summer season. Community supported agriculture only worked when the community supported it and she needed the support now more than ever.

What if I’ve completely screwed us by signing that lease?

She frowned as she closed the door on the last refrigerator and locked it with the master key. As she left the member shares room attached to the side of the large barn, she checked on Jason’s progress along the paths to the greenhouses. He was about halfway through, but the snow was building up again behind him.

What if we can’t make up the money we’re losing because of this damn storm?

She moved on to the next item on her to-do list and entered the main area of the barn.

Jason had already fed the animals that morning, so all she had to do was confirm their bedding was sufficient, make sure the heaters were working on all the drinking troughs to keep their water from freezing, and generally check in with each of their animals.

She had a series of treats ready for the horses, which they happily snatched from her open palm. She stroked and patted them on their favorite spots in between generally checking them over and they nuzzled her in return.

What if Jason’s right and one of the horses has been injured or even killed?

Jess gave the horse under her hands one last rub, trying to shake the image from her mind as she left the last stall and went to the goat corral. The goats were excited to see her, several of the pregnant does in particular rubbing and pushing against her. Jess managed to handle each one, glad to find them all in good health. She entered her notes on the tablet they kept stored in the barn just for that purpose and checked the due dates. The madness wouldn’t begin for at least another two months, but then it would be non-stop babies with does kidding every week for the next six weeks. She smiled at the thought. She couldn’t wait.

She checked on the rest of their animals, making more notes as she went along, and then returned the tablet to its docking station in the small closet-like office at the back of the barn. She made sure to wirelessly transfer the updated files to the main computer in the house before heading outside again.

Jess walked around the outside of the big barn looking for signs of damage from the ice or downed limbs, but everything appeared fine. As she came back around to the front, she stopped to check on Jason’s progress. He’d finally moved on to plowing the driveway. He wasn’t jerking the machine around anymore, but he hadn’t come over to talk to her, which meant he was still upset, so Jess left him alone.

After sixteen years, Jess had learned it was best not to push him. Then again, the same could be said of her and she couldn’t help smiling at the stubbornness so like her own. While it might be irritating coming from her son sometimes, it was a trait Jess prided in herself. That stubbornness had helped her rebuild their family farm from near bankruptcy.

Jess straightened against a gust of icy wind and narrowed her eyes at the pelting snow.

We’ve had bad storms before and we’ve always made it through. We’ll get through this one, too.

Jess nodded to herself, then trudged over to the nearest greenhouse to check its exterior before moving on to the next.

There were nineteen in all scattered around the barn and the main farmhouse. The greenhouses had been the last big purchase her father had made for the farm before passing away. It had been his attempt to bring the farm into the 21st century.

Each greenhouse consisted of a geodesic dome made of triangular polycarbonate panels and the special design allowed them to grow year-round. The buildings’ footprints were such that all she and her father had had to do was carve out small 700-square-foot plots of relatively level ground wherever they could find it among the slopes and ridges on the side of the mountain and then get to building. She was currently supporting 34 families—almost a hundred people—on a third of an acre of land.

Of course, building the things had been the easy part. Maintaining them, tending all the plants, harvesting, and labeling those harvests for each of her families was the real work.

She decided most of the vegetables could wait a few days before being harvested, but anything that looked like it was going to go bad on the vine she’d have to cut. Either she and Jason would use it or it would make good compost for the next season. She also had to keep on top of the few pests that had lucked into finding her warm little paradise before winter. Then there were the odd weeds that always seemed to magically blow in on the wind when she left the vents open in the summer and refused to be eradicated no matter how many she pulled.

Going in and out of the greenhouses was a pain, not just because she still had to dig out each door from the last bit of snow the blower hadn’t been able to get to, but also because she had to constantly keep taking off and putting on her heavy coat. But every time she felt the warm, moist air and saw all the green, leafy vegetables, she couldn’t help smiling to herself.

Jess loved digging around in the dirt and it seemed to be the most natural thing in the world for her to tell each of the plants what a great job they were doing. She chewed on the occasional lettuce leaf or rinsed carrot, just to check for quality, of course. However, she reminded herself she couldn’t afford to spend too much time in any one greenhouse, since she was going to have to do them all by herself today. Normally, she would have had Jason or their part-time farmhand, George, helping her out, but she could hear Jason hacking away to build up their firewood and there was no way George was going to make it there anytime soon.

Finally, on her second to last stop, she noticed the thwack of Jason’s ax had gone quiet. She’d heard the switch from snow blower to ax when she’d been about halfway through the greenhouses. That meant he’d either finally calmed down or he’d gotten hungry. Either way, it was time for her to take a break, too. She finished up and did a cursory check of the last greenhouse, deciding there was nothing critical that needed her attention. At least nothing that couldn’t wait until tomorrow.

Jess headed back to the house, part of her already missing the greenery as she squinted at all the white. The snow had concealed their drive again and the wind was picking it up and blowing it straight at her face.

She hurried the last few dozen feet until she reached the porch. She shook herself and stamped her feet before opening the side door.

Jess entered the kitchen, only a little surprised to find Jason cooking on the stovetop. He was slowly stirring the contents of a steaming pot, while holding an old paperback book in his other hand. She put her covered basket of veggies on the breakfast table and then set about divesting herself of her winter gear. The last to go were her boots, which she set on the tray by the door to let the snow melt off. She turned around and hesitated, unsure what kind of reception she was going to get from her son after his earlier tantrum, but when he looked up, he smiled, so she smiled back.

“Hey,” Jason said, which was Jess’s cue to walk over to him and put an arm around his shoulders.

“Smells good.”

“Thanks.”

Jess looked into the pot and frowned.

“Is that going to be enough?”

Jason looked confused for a moment and then his eyes widened.

“Oh Hades, I totally forgot.” He set his book down on the counter and opened the freezer to pull out several more packages of pre-cooked meat, broth, and vegetables. “She’s been so quiet, I didn’t even think to check on her when I came in.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll go look in on her in a minute.”

“Okay. There’s tea if you want it.” Jason motioned to the teapot steeping on the counter and covered in one of his grandmother’s hand knit cozies.

“You read my mind,” Jess said and helped herself, adding a touch of milk and honey to the British blend she’d grown up on.

She sipped for a few minutes, letting the sweet liquid warm up her insides.

“So, not to bring up a sore subject,” Jess began and Jason turned to glance at her before returning his attention to the pot.

“Yeah?”

“I haven’t changed my mind about going out to check on the horses in this weather. It’s just too dangerous.” Jess saw him frown and take a breath to argue, so she held up a hand. “But I would like to take a look at those plans of yours. It’s been a while since you showed me those mock ups you created for Mr. Winston, but I seem to remember they had some good ideas in them. You think you could find them and put them in the office for me to look at? Then maybe we can go over them together and see what we can come up with.”

Jason’s frown had dissolved as she talked and now she could see his excitement building at the prospect of collaborating.

“Yeah, definitely. I’ve got ’em up in my room. I’ll be right back.”

Jason took off before Jess could say another word and she laughed. His enthusiasm was contagious. As scary as it was to take the kind of risk she was taking, she was actually getting excited, too. She was looking forward to working with her son to build their future together.

The door swung open behind her and she smiled.

“Well, that was fast,” Jess said as she turned around and then stopped.

Her house guest stood in the open doorway with Max draped over one shoulder and Sienna heeling at her knee. The long sleeve T-shirt and sweatpants Jess had let her borrow hung loosely on her small frame, making her appear even smaller than she really was.

“Hello.”

Jess’s eyes widened at the simple greeting, not expecting it in the slightest.

“Uh, hi.” Jess cast around for something to say. “Are you... How are you feeling?”

“Tah sahn—” The woman stopped and frowned. “Temata... Agh,” she grunted in exasperation, clearly frustrated. “Sahr-ee... Sorry. I am... good? Yes?”

“Good, yeah.” Jess couldn’t stop staring at the woman in complete amazement. “So, you... You understand English? Because you didn’t before.”

The woman waggled her head with a self-deprecating smile.

“Little. I am... Learn. Learning? Yes, I’m learning.”

Before Jess could respond, not that she had a clue what to say to that, Jason pushed through the swinging door. He narrowly missed running into the blonde, who sidestepped the imminent collision, though the sudden movement caused Max to jump down from the woman’s arms as Sienna skittered out of the way, her claws scrabbling on the tile.

“Whoops. Pardon me, mademoiselle,” Jason offered.

“Pas de problème.”

Jason did a double-take and Jess noticed the woman seemed a little surprised herself.

“You speak French, too?” Jess asked.

The woman shook her head.

“I... I know it, but know not how I know. I know English like this, but I learning... learned more this day... today. I see German and Russian and others on internet and I know same words in them.”

“But you don’t know how?” Jess asked.

“Yes, I don’t know how.”

“Wow. So Uncle Rob was right? You have amnesia?” Jason asked.

“Am nee zha?” the woman repeated uncertainly.

“It means you don’t remember who you are,” Jess supplied and then frowned. “Do you? I mean do you know your name?”

The woman opened her mouth to speak, but then winced and reached up to her temple. She closed her eyes for a moment and when she opened them again, her expression was blank.

“No. I... I...” She sighed. “I don’t know words to say... You don’t know me?”

“No, we never met you before last night,” Jess said.

The woman appeared to be in pain again, though judging by her forlorn expression, it wasn’t physical this time. She swallowed several times, obviously fighting back tears, and Jess couldn’t help reaching out to squeeze the woman’s arm in reassurance.

“It’ll be okay. You’re safe here.”

The woman nodded, offering a watery smile in thanks, and Jess released her arm.

“Yeah, and Uncle Rob said your memories would probably come back as soon as you felt a little better,” Jason added.

“That’s true,” Jess said. “I mean look at what you’ve already figured out about knowing all those languages.”

“But how I know them? And why?”

“I bet you’ve just learned travel lingo,” Jason said. “You know, like, ‘Good day,’ and ‘Thank you.’ You’re probably like one of those people who backpacks around the world. That would be really cool.” He turned to his mother. “I put my notebook on your desk, by the way.”

“Thanks. I’ll take a look after lunch.”

“Oh Hades,” Jason said as he dashed to the pot on the stove and quickly stirred the contents. He blew on a spoonful and took a sip. “Yes! Not burned. Yay me.” He started pulling bowls from the cupboards. “Hey, Mom? Can we eat downstairs? There’s a documentary I want to watch and it expires tonight.”

“Sure. What’s it about?”

Jess motioned for the woman to take her seat as she got up to rinse her cup and grabbed some spoons to add to the tray Jason was fixing.

“Crop circles,” Jason said, blatantly ignoring his mother’s groan as he continued. “It’s supposed to talk about the history of them and their possible meanings and how some of the more massive ones could’ve been done in a single night.”

Jess rolled her eyes.

“I can tell you that. A bunch of people got together and planned them,” Jess said.

Jason snorted.

“Yeah, but who? And why? Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

“No,” Jess said as if it was obvious.

Jason shook his head, though he was smiling.

“Well, I am, so do you mind if I watch it?”

Jess finally grinned.

“Nah, it’s fine. At the very least, I’m sure it’ll be entertaining.”

Jess grabbed sodas and cups, leading the way for their guest as Jason brought up the rear with the tray, and they all headed downstairs. She was overtaken halfway down as Max and Sienna decided to join them and raced ahead to claim their preferred spots on opposite ends of the couch.

Jess set the drinks on the small dining table next to the wall and moved the open laptop to the side so Jason could set the tray down. She glanced at the screen and saw a dozen different sites open, mostly English tutorials, but there were several for German, French, and Russian as well.

“This looks like one of your research sessions,” Jess said and showed the screen to Jason, who nodded.

He went over to the couch and found the remote. He brought it back to the table so he could flip through the menus to look for his program.

Jess finished pouring the sodas and looked up at their guest, who was standing uncertainly near the bottom of the stairs.

“Hey, you okay?” Jess asked, keeping her voice gentle.

The woman looked at her and shook her head.

“I... I don’t...” She impatiently wiped at her eyes. “I don’t know words for this... Ugh!”

The woman made a vague gesture in front of her chest and stomach.

“You mean how you feel?” Jason hazarded a guess as he came to stand next to his mother.

The woman frowned and tilted her head as if listening to something, then nodded.

“Yes. I feel...” She trailed off again as she looked back and forth between them, fresh tears welling up in her eyes, and her gaze finally settled on Jess as she stared at her in silent appeal.

Jess felt her heart lurch at the sight. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to wake up and not know who you were. Before she could think too much about it, Jess walked over to the woman and tentatively reached out to squeeze her shoulders. The woman closed her eyes and Jess felt her immediately relax with a sigh.

“It’s okay. I’m guessing you’re feeling frustrated, and probably scared and worried, too, and maybe even a little angry.”

The woman opened her eyes and nodded vigorously.

“Yes. I feel like what you feel.”

“You mean those words describe what you’re feeling,” Jess clarified.

The woman frowned, but then her face cleared and she blushed.

“Yes. That... Those are right words.”

Jess nodded.

“That’s completely understandable, but try not to worry too much about it right now. You’ve just been through a traumatic experience and you need time to recover.”

“Yeah, with a little rest and relaxation, and some of my special homemade soup, you’ll be fine in no time. Here ya go, beautiful,” Jason said as he walked over and handed her one of the bowls.

The woman accepted the bowl with a shy smile and Jason grinned broadly.

Jess refrained from rolling her eyes. Subtlety was not one of her son’s strong suits.

Jason gestured for the woman to precede him back to the table and they sat down on the nearer side so they could face the TV. Jess retrieved a bowl for herself and walked around to the other side of the table to sit across from the woman, since Jason had already taken the seat next to her. For some reason, Jess couldn’t help frowning, suddenly feeling out of sorts.

“When you finish your lunch, you need to get going on your homework,” Jess said as Jason hit play on the remote.

Jason looked over at his mother and put on his best pleading face.

“I was kinda hoping we could play on the TX10?” Before Jess could turn him down flat, Jason continued. “I promise I’ll do my homework tomorrow, though you know, school probably won’t even be open on Monday.” Jess continued to look unconvinced, so Jason added, “But I’ll get my homework done anyway, just to be on the safe side. Okay?” Jason asked hopefully.

Jess finally relented and nodded.

“All right. But I don’t want to hear any protests about it tomorrow, understood?”

Jason grinned.

“You got it. Thanks, Mom. You’re the best.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jess mumbled as she shook her head and rolled her eyes.

Jess scooted her chair around so she could see the TV as the documentary played on the large screen. After the first few minutes, Jess lost interest in the sensationalized style of the program and found herself glancing at their guest in between spoonfuls of soup. The woman was already done with her own bowl, having not even touched her soda, and had quietly pulled the laptop back in front of her, obviously not interested in the show either.

Jess quickly looked down at her bowl just as the woman looked up. Jess waited several moments before surreptitiously looking over again and felt her heart stop when she found the woman watching her over the top of the screen. Jess recovered quickly.

“What are you working on?” Jess asked, keeping her voice low as she nodded at the laptop.

“I’m working on learning English,” the woman said, also speaking quietly in deference to Jason’s program. “I found words you said... Frustrated, worried, scared, angry. I’m also confused, lost, and... apprehensive.”

Jess nodded.

“Yeah, I’d probably be all those things, too, if I couldn’t remember who I was. But like Jason said, Doc Sheridan seemed pretty confident that you’ll get your memories back once you’re feeling better, so I think you just need to give it some time.”

The woman nodded, clearly still unsure, but not really having a better option.

“Okay. I will work on giving it some time.”

Jess smiled reassuringly and the woman returned it before focusing on the laptop again. Jess felt flutters in her stomach from the woman’s soft smile and forced herself to turn away and watch the TV. It made for a good distraction once she started challenging the host’s commentary and got Jason to engage in a friendly debate about why aliens would try to communicate through crop circles.

“All right, fine,” Jason said in exasperation. “I’ll concede that they’d probably use some unknown way to message each other, but that they’d know enough to use radio waves if they really wanted to tell us something. I’ll give you that. But what if they aren’t trying to talk to us at all?” Jason sat up a little straighter as he became more interested in his own idea. “What if it’s just art to them? Like we’re some kind of gallery their friends can fly by and see their latest creations? We could be some alien Picasso’s art studio.”

Jess laughed.

“Oh, even better... What if it’s just graffiti and we’re like the slums of the galaxy and we’ve been tagged by the local gangs?”

“No way. Some of those designs are insanely intricate. There’s no way it’s just some kids messing around.”

“You don’t know. Maybe alien delinquents are more refined than us savage humans.”

Jason rolled his eyes, but he was still smiling.

Jess looked over and saw the credits had started rolling.

“You want to help me with these dishes?” Jess asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Jason said amiably and helped his mother pile everything except their unfinished sodas onto the tray.

Jess looked up as the woman joined in, adding her bowl to the stack. She tried to pick up the tray, but Jason beat her to it.

“I got it,” Jason said as he flashed a grin at the woman.

“We’ll take care of this. Why don’t you stay and keep reading,” Jess offered, but the woman shook her head.

“I can help.”

“Okay,” Jess said as she realized the woman might not want to be left alone again.

They followed Jason up the stairs and into the kitchen where he set the tray on the counter, then unloaded the dishes into the sink. He immediately grabbed a sponge and started the water, so Jess grabbed the dish towel to prepare to dry.

Jess looked over her shoulder and frowned when she saw the woman standing aimlessly in the middle of the kitchen, obviously looking around for something to do. There really wasn’t room for more than two people at the sink, though. Then Jess saw the woman shiver and she set the dish towel aside as she walked over to the woman.

“Come on,” Jess directed and the woman followed her out into the living room. Jess motioned for the woman to sit on the raised stone hearth bench in front of the fireplace. “Why don’t you wait here and warm up a little. It won’t take us long to get the dishes cleaned up.”

“Okay.”

Jess watched her turn and face the low fire, holding her hands out to its warmth, and then headed back into the kitchen.





* * *

 





She stared into the flames as she let the heat from the fire infuse her body. An unsettling feeling kept prodding the back of her mind and she closed her eyes, trying to focus on pushing the feeling away. It was something about the fire and it was starting to make her head hurt.

She redoubled her efforts, imagining a storage box rated level four for the vacuum of space, and forced the memory remnant inside, shutting the lid and locking it down tight.

She was breathing heavily from the effort, but the knot that had been forming in her stomach started to ease as the danger seemed to be contained. A sense of relief washed over her and her breathing slowed as she looked into the fire once again and was able to simply enjoy its warmth.

As she continued to stare at the burning logs, a new sensation of calm filled her and she realized she’d sat by a fire before, the flames enclosed by rough hewn stones mortared and stacked in staggered patterns just like the stones surrounding this one.

“Kayleeya.”

Her mother was calling her name and she turned to look up as a hand gently closed on her shoulder.

Instead of the green eyes and short blonde hair she’d expected, she looked up into dazzling light blue eyes surrounded by cascades of long black hair. Her shoulder tingled where the woman’s warm hand rested and she had to fight the urge to tilt her head so she could rub her cheek against that soft hand.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I just said we’re about finished with the dishes and I was wondering if you’d like some tea.”

It took a moment for her to process all the words through her haze. Unfortunately, the woman seemed to notice her slowness.

“Are you okay?”

She nodded, trying to shake the fuzziness from her mind. Then she remembered and smiled.

“I... My name is Kayleeya.”

The woman’s eyebrows rose.

“Did you just remember that now?”

She nodded.

“I was sitting by a fire like this one, and then my mother—”

The pain was sharp, stabbing into her temple so suddenly, she saw stars. She grabbed the side of her head and whimpered.

Only now matters. Only now... Only now...

The pain subsided just as quickly and she sat up, blinking away the tears.

“What’s wrong? Does your head hurt again?”

“It’s fine now. I’m okay.”

The woman frowned and rubbed her shoulder.

“Maybe I should get Doc back over here. He could take you into town on his snowmobile and get you checked out properly at the hospital.”

“No. It... It doesn’t hurt now,” she said as she tried to wipe away the last evidence of her tears.

“But something’s obviously wrong. And I don’t like seeing you in pain.”

“I’m not—”

She stopped as the boy suddenly pushed through the swinging door and into the room. She felt the loss when the woman quickly pulled her hand away as she straightened up.

“Dishes are done,” he announced, but then paused when he noticed the silent tableau. “Everything okay?”

She glanced at the woman, who was still frowning, and decided to speak before the woman could reveal her weakness.

“Yes. I remembered my name is Kayleeya,” she said.

“Really? That’s great,” he said as he walked over. “That must mean you’re feeling better. See? We told you everything would be okay. You just need to take it easy. And I know just the thing. Mom already said I could play my new games, so what do you say? You wanna play? We can go through a couple death matches before we start the main level.”

Her confusion must have been evident because the woman spoke before she could ask any questions.

“I’m not sure that’s what Doc meant by relaxing. You might want to start her out on some easy ones first.”

“Yeah, okay. Wait, you’re not gonna play with us?” the boy asked in obvious disappointment.

“Oh, you know I want to, but I can’t. We’ve got quarterly taxes coming up and I’ve been putting off getting those files sorted out for weeks. And since we can’t make the market, I figured I’d at least get that stuff off my plate.”

“Come on, Mom, please? A little break won’t hurt anything. And it’s the weekend. And my birthday.”

“Your birthday was yesterday and weekend or not, storm or not, I still have to work. But how ’bout when I’m done I’ll come play with you for a little while, all right? I should only be a couple hours.”

The boy’s shoulders slumped and he gave a heavy sigh.

“All right.” The woman ruffled his hair with a grin as he tried to move out of her reach. “Hey, cut it out,” the boy groused as he quickly worked to settle his hair back into place.

The woman laughed.

“I’ll be back in a few hours. You guys have fun.” The woman started to head for the hallway, then abruptly stopped and turned around. “Damn, I almost forgot my tea. Did you want some, too, Kayleeya?”

The sound of her name coming from the woman’s lips sent shivers up and down her spine. She felt a little flustered as she tried to figure out what she should answer.

“I, uh... Yes?”

“I can get it,” the boy piped up and dashed back into the kitchen.

The woman rolled her eyes and shook her head as she walked over to the still swinging door and gestured for Kayleeya to follow her.

Kayleeya sat at the table and watched the two move around the small space much as they had that morning, their movements coordinated as they each went to various compartments and pulled out two cups, a spoon, and several other things she couldn’t quite identify. The woman poured steaming amber liquid from a roundish vessel into the cups, then picked up one of the containers she’d set out on the counter. She added it to one cup and was about to pour it in the second, when she stopped and looked up.

“I forgot to ask. How do you take your tea?” Before Kayleeya could answer, the woman winced. “Sorry. That was a stupid question, huh? You probably have no idea. You want to just try it the way I make it and see if you like it?”

Kayleeya nodded and the woman finished preparing the cups. While she was putting some of the items away, the boy picked up one of the cups and brought it over.

“Here ya go, Kaylee. Be careful, the mug’s a little hot.”

The shortening of her name caught her by surprise, but she sensed the informality was intended to be welcoming and inclusive. She tested the name out in her mind. Kaylee. It didn’t bring any pain with it and it didn’t seem to have any connections to her past, which meant it was safe. And she liked the sense of belonging that came with it.

Then she tried to remember if anyone had ever done that with her before, since it didn’t feel familiar, and immediately regretted it as a dull ache began throbbing at her temple. She did her best to keep her expression neutral, not wanting to show her pain to the boy or more especially the woman.

She distracted herself by taking a tentative sip from the mug. It was warm and mildly sweet, sort of like the drink the boy had brought her last night, and yet completely different. Where the other drink seemed to energize her senses, this one was more soothing. Kaylee took another sip and felt the tension in her body slowly begin to release.

“Is it okay?” The woman asked.

Kaylee looked up and smiled.

“Yes. Thank you, Mom.”

The woman choked and started coughing on her own sip of tea as the boy snickered.

“Um, no, Kaylee. You definitely don’t want to go around calling her ‘Mom.’ She’s ‘Mom’ to me because she’s my mother, but her name is Jessica, though everyone just calls her Jess. And I’m Jason, by the way, but a lot of people just call me Jase, or JT because our last name is Taylor.”

Kaylee blushed as she recognized the social blunder she’d just made. She looked directly at Jess as she spoke.

“I’m sorry, Jess. You are definitely not my mother.”

It was Jess’s turn to blush at the way Kaylee was looking at her and she quickly waved away the apology.

“It’s okay. It was an easy mistake to make. And it’s not like we ever got around to introducing ourselves again after all the chaos last night. Which reminds me, I should probably check on your wounds.” Jess set her mug down on the counter and came over. “I’m guessing you took the bandages off when you took your shower?”

Kaylee frowned in concentration, annoyed with herself that she had to continually reach out to listen to the woman’s thoughts in order to fill in the blanks in her understanding of the language. She caught images of the white cloth patches the healer had taped over her injuries and finally nodded.

“Yes, I took the... bandages... off. I’ll get them for you.”

She stood up and left through the swinging door.

“Wait, you don’t have to...” Jess trailed off.

Kaylee returned a few moments later with the two pieces of cloth she’d carefully set aside on one of the tables in the other room. As soon as she handed them to Jess, she picked up on a sense of disgust and realized she’d made another mistake. The cloth patches clearly weren’t meant to be reused. She watched the woman gingerly toss them into the trash container in the lower compartment and tried not to blush again.

“I’m sorry,” Kaylee offered, but the woman shook her head.

“Don’t worry about it. Just let me get our first aid kit and I can put some new ones on for you.”

Jess started to turn away, but Kaylee reached for her arm to stop her.

“Wait. I’m fine. I don’t need new bandages.”

Jess put her hand on top of Kaylee’s and spoke gently.

“We need to keep your wounds covered until you’ve healed up. Otherwise, they could get infected.”

“But I’m already... healed up.”

Jess frowned.

“Why don’t you let me take a look and then we can decide.”

Kaylee hesitated for a moment, but then pulled up the sleeve of her shirt.

Jess held her arm and then turned it over when she couldn’t find the scrape. She really wanted to check Kaylee’s other arm, but she was sure it was this one. Then Kaylee bent over and grabbed the loose cuff of the sweatpants, pulling it up until her thigh was exposed almost to her crotch.

Jess felt her heart rate pick up its pace and did her best to ignore it, but it wasn’t easy with the way her body was responding to the sight of the woman’s perfectly toned calf and flexing thigh muscles. If her son hadn’t been standing right there, she wasn’t sure she could’ve resisted reaching out to caress the soft looking skin.

Jess shook her head to clear it and refocused on her confusion. There wasn’t even a pink spot to indicate where the deep gash had been on Kaylee’s thigh.

“That’s impossible,” Jess muttered even though she was staring right at the pristine skin.

“Maybe the scratches weren’t as bad as they looked last night,” Jason suggested as he kept looking away, then glancing back at all the flesh on display.

“Maybe,” Jess allowed, though her tone made it clear she disagreed.

Kaylee let her pants leg fall back down and pulled her sleeve back into place as she tried to come up with an explanation. It was obvious they weren’t used to people healing overnight from the type of injuries she’d had.

“What was the... the healing... the man used... Maybe it helped?” Kaylee tried.

“That’s true,” Jason said as he turned to his mother. “Uncle Rob did put some medicine on her. And you know, you heal really fast, too. Maybe she’s like you. You always said it was because of how Grampa—”

“Never mind,” Jess said abruptly, then softened her voice as she turned to her son. “I’m sorry. You’re right. It doesn’t really matter. It’s not like it’s a bad thing.” She turned back to Kaylee and smiled reassuringly. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. You must have really good genes.”

Kaylee nodded in return, unsure what to say. She briefly picked up on the woman’s hastily pushed away thoughts of pain and fear, but they were nothing but shadows cast aside from long practice.

Jess turned away and picked up her mug of tea. She spent a few moments refilling it and then faced them again.

“Well, I really need to get to work.” She turned to Jason and smiled. “Remember, go easy on her.”

Then she took her mug and pushed through the swinging door to head to her office.

Kaylee wanted to go after her, but she could tell even without reading the woman’s thoughts that Jess wanted to be alone. She sat back down at the table and swallowed another mouthful of her drink, hoping it would soothe her senses again.

Jason grabbed a soda from the fridge and then offered one to Kaylee.

“For when you’re done with your tea,” Jason explained.

Kaylee shook her head. She’d tried to take a sip from the glass Jess had poured for her earlier, but the gases had burned her nose when she’d gotten close and she’d decided it wasn’t worth the risk.

“Suit yourself,” Jason said as he put the can back. He closed the fridge, then held the swinging door open for Kaylee. “Come on. Just because she’s a workaholic doesn’t mean we have to be. Let’s go have some fun.”

Kaylee followed Jason back down the stairs, careful not to let her tea spill. She sat on the couch and absently pet the animals sleeping there as she sipped her cooling drink while Jason picked through several colorful bags in the corner of the room.

“I brought all my stuff in last night. I just have to find which bag... Ha, there you are!” Jason exclaimed as he pulled out the disk case. Then he looked at Kaylee and frowned. “Oh, but she said to start with something easy. Okay, how ’bout bowling?”

Kaylee offered a tentative smile and a nod, uncertain how else she should respond.

Jason went back over to the TV and grabbed two controllers as he hit the button to activate the system. He switched out the disk that was in there and flipped through the case on the lower shelf of the entertainment center until he found the right disk. Once it was loading, Jason came back to Kaylee and handed her one of the controllers.

He used his own controller to select one of the items from the list and a new screen came up.

“Oh, I forgot to create your avatar. Here, I’ll do it,” he said, and held out his hand for the controller he’d given Kaylee a moment ago.

He used the onscreen keyboard to enter her name and then created a cartoon avatar that could pass as a good imitation of her. Then he handed her back the controller.

“Okay, we’re all set. So, it’s pretty much like bowling in real life, except without the heavy ball. Mostly, you just have to keep the thing straight. Like this.” He swung from his shoulder, keeping his wrist in line with his arm. “And you hold this button to start and then when you want to let go, you just release.”

Jason took his turn and Kaylee watched him. His onscreen ball hit the middle of the stack of pins, leaving one on the left still standing. He went again, but his ball only grazed the pin, leaving it intact.

“Okay, now it’s your turn.”

Kaylee downed the last of her tea and then stood up as she looked at the screen dubiously. The goal appeared to be to get all the pins to knock over. She swung her arm a couple times to get the feel of the movement, and then finally hit the button to take her turn. Her ball careened down the lane, slipping into the gutter halfway to the pins, so that it simply rolled past them without touching a single one.

“That’s okay. You should’ve seen me the first time. You’ll get the hang of it.”

They played until they’d completed the required rounds. Kaylee had barely hit a couple dozen pins total, while Jason had rarely left more than one on the board.

“Wanna play something else?”

Kaylee nodded, though she was more than ready to quit. She should be spending her time learning, not fooling around. The masters would...

Kaylee shied away from the thought. There didn’t appear to be any masters here and she just needed to leave it at that.

Jason queued up the next option on the list, something with water apparently, so Kaylee focused on the here and now.













Chapter 7

 





Agent Cross narrowed his eyes yet again at the agent in front of him as Harrison took one slow step after another, grunting with effort each time.

They’d been hiking for over three hours and according to his GPS, they’d hardly gone a mile.

“This is ridiculous,” Cross muttered under his breath.

He’d started at the back of the line, pulling one of the sleds along with several of his agents while the trail guide took the lead. Half an hour later, Scott had moved to the back of the line, taking over Cross’s sled and letting the man behind him take the lead, while Scott shouted instructions on where to go that left Cross’s ears ringing. They’d switched out every half hour, which Cross felt was excessive and only slowed them down more.

It had only been twenty minutes since Harrison had moved up to the front of the line, but Cross had had enough.

“Out of the way, Harrison. We need to pick up the pace if we want to get there by nightfall.”

Cross pushed around the exhausted agent and bulldozed ahead.

It didn’t take him long to realize his mistake. Breaking trail, as the guide had put it, was a lot harder than walking on snow already trampled by a dozen people and half a dozen sleds. The snow was at least two feet deep and less than ten minutes in, his thighs were screaming at him to stop and take a break.

But Scott was right behind him and there was no way in hell he was going to slow down or show how much effort it was taking out of him to do what everyone else had done.

“Pick your shoes up so they clear the snow.”

Cross turned his head at the mumbled advice. He lifted his knee high, feeling the stretch in his hamstring. The snowshoe just grazed the top of the powder and then crushed through the ice crystals as he stepped his foot down. He did the same on his next step and the next. He felt a little silly lifting his legs so high, like an exaggerated military march, but the technique worked. Instead of lifting the snow on top of his boot or trying to push his way through it, he simply let his weight compress it and pack it down for those following behind him.

He gave a curt nod and carried on.

Twenty minutes later, they stopped for snacks and a piss break.

Cross checked his GPS. They were still at least four miles out from the crash site. He walked over to where Scott was feeding his dogs.

“So, how much longer do you think it’ll take us to get there?”

Scott shook his head.

“No way to know for sure. If the weather holds, we could be there by morning if we hike through the night.”

“Isn’t that a little dangerous?” Harrison asked from where he was perched on his sled, a bag of trail mix in one hand and a bottle of water in the other.

“Nah, not in clear enough weather with a nearly full moon. You’d be surprised how bright it gets out here with all the light reflecting off the snow.”

“Your water, Sir,” Barlow said and offered Cross a bottle from his pack, which he’d grabbed on his way back from the trees.

“I’m fine,” Cross said as he waved the other man away.

“Drink,” Scott ordered and Cross bristled.

“I said I’m fine. I’m not even thirsty.”

“Which is why you should be drinking all the more.” Scott took the bottle from Barlow’s hand and shoved it at Cross. “You think you’re dragging fifty pounds of water around for the exercise? Those six gallons are a six-day supply, meaning you’re supposed to polish off one every day.” Scott narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t see you take a trip to the trees either. If you get dehydrated, you’re just asking for hypothermia, and I ain’t carrying your ass back down the mountain. So drink.”

Cross glared at him, but raised the bottle to his mouth anyway.





* * *

 





Jess sorted through her various invoices, bills, bank statements, and financial reports and got to work organizing everything in preparation for filing her quarterly taxes. At least she had the computer’s banking program and her personally designed spreadsheets to help her out. It wasn’t that she had a hard time with math—she was actually quite fluent in the language—but keeping track of so many different areas of income and expenses made her head spin.

Once she finalized the tax report, she set it aside. She always liked giving it a few days so she could double-check it with fresh eyes before sending it off. But now that she was looking at all the numbers, she couldn’t help messing around with her budget for the rest of the year. With the software loaded on her computer, she was able to look at pie charts and bar graphs, turning dry numbers into visual representations of where her money was coming from and going to. According to her calculations, the farm was doing okay, but not great.

They needed to find more ways to generate income to cover the upcoming expenses she’d added with the lease of the Winston farmland and the purchase of the new horses. She had a few ideas, but she knew Jason had already put a lot of thought into it. She just needed to go through his notes to figure out which were actually feasible.

Jess picked up the folder Jason had left for her on the corner of her desk and flipped it open. Some of the pages were handwritten drawings for reorganizing the barns and stables, but most were cleanly typed up printouts her son had created as part of a series of proposals to improve the Winston Farms and Horse Boarding Stables and possibly expand the operation.

Jess remembered how disappointed Jason had been when the old man had turned him down flat, dismissing him without even really looking at the boy’s ideas. She’d thought at the time it had more to do with Jason’s age than the merit of his ideas, but that hadn’t been much consolation for Jason. Of course, then the old man had passed and they’d found out he’d been in the terminal stages of stomach cancer and shifting all his work to his employees. Even if he’d been interested, he simply didn’t have the energy to try to implement the changes Jason was suggesting.

But now the farm and stables were at least partly in Jess’s care, though Barbara had agreed to continue to cover the costs of employing the stable hands as part of the lease agreement, since Barbara would also be continuing to receive the rental fees from all the current horses stabled there.

Jess stopped on the last stapled set of papers titled ‘The Future of Farming’ and skimmed through the bullet points and bar graphs. It outlined a plan to use the same kind of geodesic greenhouses they had on their farm and build 171 domes on 3 acres of the Winston land. The costs were a little out of date, but Jason had researched where to source the materials at about $5,000 for each dome.

Jess had to laugh when she saw the total costs at $855,000. Not only was that insanely beyond their reach, it was also missing the key expenses of time and labor. Even if they did the work themselves, which was clearly what Jason had intended, those costs still had to be factored in. Though she had to admit, the potential yearly profit of almost $800,000 per year made her giddy for a whole other reason. To have that kind of money...

Jess shook her head and came back down to Earth. Again, her son had neglected to factor in the costs of employees, since there was no way she could look after nearly 200 domes by herself, not even with part-time help. Still, the thought of expanding Taylor Farms was enticing and had been in the back of her mind ever since she’d taken over the place after her parents had died almost twelve years ago.

It was a lot to think about. Maybe they could start smaller somehow, but she still didn’t know where the money was going to come from. All she knew was that she didn’t have to figure it all out right now. She did want to make some notes of her own though, so she picked up the papers and tapped them together until they were neat and orderly again and shoved them back in the folder to take it upstairs with her. She shut down the computer in case they lost power and then stood up.

Her back cracked loudly as she stretched to realign her spine and she groaned. Taking care of the farm was hard work, but it was nothing compared to sitting at the computer for a couple hours. She just wasn’t built for deskwork.

Jess went upstairs to her bedroom, dropping Jason’s folder onto her nightstand, and headed into the en suite bathroom. The room was small, but it was still large enough to hold an oversized clawfoot tub and Jess immediately started running a bath. She chose a small jar of sandalwood scented crystals from a basket filled with bath salts and lotions that sat on a raised shelf above the tub. She slowly added the crystals to the water, letting the torrent from the faucet churn and dissolve them for her.

She put her hair up and undressed while the tub finished filling, and then carefully eased herself down into the hot water. She let out a soft groan of appreciation as the soothing heat engulfed her body. She leaned back against the angled end of the tub, resting her head against the bath pillow affixed there. She couldn’t help smiling a little to herself at how indulgent this was, but she had promised.

The spa gift basket had been a Winter Solstice/Christmas present from Alice and had included a range of bath salts, lotions, soaps, the softest washcloth Jess had ever used, and two plush white terry-cloth bath robes, monogrammed ‘Hers’ and ‘Hers.’

When Jess had raised an eyebrow at the second one, Alice had simply shrugged and said that’s how the gift basket had come. Jess didn’t have to share it with anyone, though Alice didn’t think that would hurt with the whole relaxation thing either. Jess had protested that she wasn’t going to bring some random woman home, but Alice had just said the only promise she wanted from Jess was that she’d use the gift to pamper herself at least one night a week to de-stress. Jess had never been a bath person, but much to her surprise she’d come to love taking baths and now she took one almost every day.

Of course, then there’d been the other half of the gift, which had been the real reason Alice had taken her aside into Jess’s office to open her presents away from the rest of the small get together. Jess had torn off the wrapping to find a generic e-reader. Alice had said she knew Jess already had several, but this one was special because it came with dozens of lesbian romance books already loaded on it.

The next thing Jess had known, Alice had taken the tablet from her hands, run it through setup, and plugged it into the power bar behind Jess’s desk to charge it.

Jess had hardly had a chance to be shocked, when she’d heard Jason clomping down the hall to tell her more of their guests had arrived for their Christmas party. She’d hastily shoved the small tablet back behind several binders filled with business printouts her son never looked at, since he preferred looking at the files on the computer. The damn thing was still there, too, the only thing alluding to its presence the small cord running along the side of the shelf. She kept meaning to move the reader into her bedroom, but every time she thought about it, she was doing something else, like taking a bath, and then forgot about it again.

She still hadn’t looked at any of the stories and Alice hadn’t asked her about it. She did wonder if they were any good. She indulged in reading a few stories online now and then, but it was rare when she found a keeper. Those stories she made sure she saved to a hidden folder out of the shared areas of her drive and definitely off the cloud. The last thing she needed was for her son to find out she liked to read lesbian erotica.

She spent a few minutes simply drifting, thinking about some of her favorite stories, until she realized she was staring at the two robes hanging on the back of the door.

After all her protests, how had she ended up bringing some random woman into her home? She knew Alice believed in fate and the power of intention, but Jess had always been a lot more practical about those kinds of things and she knew she hadn’t been sending out any mysterious vibes requesting a romantic partner. In fact, she’d done quite the opposite the past few years, instantly shutting down even the slightest perceived interest as soon as she recognized it. She’d gotten used to being alone and preferred to take care of those particular needs by herself. No one got hurt that way.

Jess rolled her eyes at herself, annoyed that she’d let what was supposed to be her relaxation time turn into a depressing little brooding session. She gave a short harrumph as she resituated herself a little lower until the water came up to just under her chin. She concentrated on settling in for a nice hot soak, using a series of slow deep breathing exercises she’d learned while she was pregnant to clear her mind.

As her eyes half closed, her gaze wandered to the robes again and she suddenly imagined Kaylee opening the bathroom door, undressing, and climbing into the tub with her. She felt her sex swell at the thought of holding the woman’s naked body against her own, Kaylee’s weight on top of her as the blonde rubbed one of those muscled thighs between her legs.

Jess moved her hand down to her pussy to ease the sudden ache there even as she wrestled with herself about the propriety of indulging in a sexual fantasy about a stranger who was also her house guest. Lust easily won out as she remembered all the glimpses of Kaylee’s naked body she’d tried to forget and that sunshine bright smile that had taken her breath away every time it had been aimed at her.

She closed her eyes as she thought about Kaylee lifting her breasts out of the water to kiss and suck on her tits. Her nipples immediately tightened and she pinched one of them herself as her other hand began rubbing her clit. She imagined Kaylee moving up to her neck to continue the sucking kisses, trailing along her jawline until their lips met.

Jess could practically taste Kaylee’s tongue as she opened her mouth and panted. Her hips were rocking, sloshing the water dangerously close to the rim of the tub, but she didn’t care as she imagined Kaylee moving one of her hands down to deftly enter Jess with two fingers.

Jess made it a reality with her own hand and couldn’t stifle her groan as she pushed her own fingers inside herself, her entrance already slick with her need. She started thrusting in and out, angling her hand so she could still use her thumb to rub over her clit as she felt her arousal suddenly increase. In her mind, she was holding on to Kaylee, pulling the smaller woman against her body and kissing her hard as her hips jerked up to take Kaylee’s pistoning fingers again and again.

Jess added a third finger, a little surprised at herself for feeling so needy so quickly. Then her fingers curled and she hit her G-spot, her thumb still rubbing over her clit while her other fingers pinched and pulled at her nipple, and she forgot to be embarrassed as she came in a mind-blowing rush that had her gasping for air as her back arched.

“Kayleeya!” Jess gasped out in a strangled whisper.

She bit her lip to try to stifle any further cries of ecstasy, but she still let out several whimpers as her vaginal walls clamped down on the invading fingers and she was unable to move them anymore, though her pelvis kept rocking up in an attempt to gain deeper penetration.

Finally, her muscles relaxed and her back settled against the tub again. She removed her fingers and rubbed them against each other in the water to clean them. She released a satisfied sigh, though she couldn’t help wondering about herself. She hadn’t had that intense a reaction to a fantasy in a long while.

Jess blushed just thinking about it, but then quickly pushed the embarrassment aside. It was just a little harmless fantasizing. What Kaylee didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

Jess pushed herself up and out of the water, letting it sluice off her body, and then pulled the plug out of the drain. She dried off and got dressed again in clean clothes, since she’d sweat so much in the ones she’d been wearing that morning. She let her hair back down and brushed it out before putting it in a ponytail. Then she sat on her bed and decided to spend a few minutes adding some of her own notes to Jason’s.





* * *

 





Kaylee was bored out of her mind and more than a little frustrated that she wasn’t doing that well with the simplistic scenarios Jason kept loading for them to play. The boy seemed to be able to achieve the straightforward objectives with hardly any effort at all, but every time she tried to do the same, the controller took her movements and exaggerated them to the point of absurdity, making her avatar look like it was having some kind of fit on the screen. She huffed in irritation as her latest attempt sent the character to fall over a cliff. A string of notes announcing her utter defeat played from the speakers. It was a sound she was coming to despise.

As the screen declared Jason the winner with much fanfare, Kaylee suddenly felt a wave of sexual pleasure wash over her. She looked at Jason in surprise, though she’d sensed his adolescent interest earlier, but the boy was concentrating on scrolling down the list on the screen. 

“Um, we can play something else. Wanna try golf?”

Kaylee nodded absently as her lower belly tightened with acute arousal. It wasn’t coming from the boy, that much was certain. Then she looked up at the ceiling in realization.

Jess was pleasuring herself.

Kaylee blushed and tried to ignore the sensations as Jason activated a new screen, but she was only able to partially follow his directions. Every nerve in her body seemed to be pointing towards Jess’s location a couple dozen feet above her.

Kaylee gritted her teeth and forced herself to see the screen in front of her rather than picturing the woman above her. Kaylee’s first swing missed and the second sent the ball wild. She watched Jason take his turn, trying to focus on his movements so she could attempt to recreate them, but then her nipples tightened and she closed her eyes as she self-consciously crossed her arms. Why couldn’t she block this out?

“Uh, it’s your turn,” Jason prompted.

Kaylee opened her eyes as she felt prickles of sweat pop out on her forehead and she shook her head in defeat. She carefully set the controller down on the arm of the couch and headed for the stairs.

“Hey, are you okay?” Jason asked her retreating back.

“I need to use the... place,” Kaylee replied over her shoulder as she gestured vaguely up the stairs.

“Oh... Oh! Yeah, there’s a bathroom down here,” Jason called after her.

Kaylee didn’t respond as she practically ran up the rest of the stairs to the bathroom on the ground floor. She closed the door behind her and sat on the toilet seat lid, putting her head in her hands as she breathed deeply in an effort to calm herself.

It wasn’t working. Even without the distraction of the boy, she couldn’t seem to focus well enough to block out the sensations. It felt like someone was physically touching her, caressing her body, sucking on her lips, her tongue, brushing a hand across her nipples, flicking over her clit...

Kaylee moaned and arched her back.

Not someone.

Jess...

The thought of Jess touching her so intimately made her whimper. She wanted Jess to touch her. She wanted to kiss her, feel her tongue in her mouth, push her fingers inside the woman. She needed to complete the connection.

“Jess...” Kaylee whispered, unable to stop herself from mentally reaching out.

In an instant, she felt Jess’s arousal slam into her full force and there was no conscious thought as she slid her hand beneath the waistband of her pants and started rubbing herself in tight little circles. The pleasure built faster than she’d been expecting and she didn’t stop to think as she slipped her other hand down to enter herself with two fingers.

It only took a few pumps and then she was coming, her vaginal walls clenching hard around her fingers as her orgasm swept through her. She clamped her jaw shut, trying to muffle her cries, but she knew she was being loud and she could only hope Jason had stayed downstairs and that the sounds wouldn’t carry upstairs.

Finally, the spasms eased off and her muscles released their tense hold on her fingers. She gently withdrew them and then spent several minutes washing her hands. She hoped the perfume of the soap would cover her own strong scent. Then she decided to wipe up, since she was a bit of a mess, and washed her hands again afterwards. She leaned back against the wall and looked up at the ceiling in trepidation.

Had she sent her feelings to Jess or only received?

It was clear neither Jess nor Jason had any clue she was telepathic and she’d done her best to be careful. She’d really only slipped up once when she’d said she could feel what Jess was feeling, but Jess had seemed to take her comments as a translation problem rather than at face value. Given the bits of their conversation she’d picked up earlier about their planet’s lack of verified alien contact, she’d decided discretion was probably her best course of action until she could learn more and figure out what had happened to her.

But if she’d blown it just now by reaching into Jess’s mind without permission...

Kaylee shook her head and tried to think logically. She hadn’t been able to send her thoughts the night before, but she’d been injured then. Since she’d woken up that morning, she’d felt completely restored. She’d been able to consistently sense both Jess and Jason rather than the odd cutting in and out she’d experienced the night before. She was still a little concerned that she only seemed to be able to sense the animals when she was touching them, but she thought that probably had more to do with their rudimentary minds than her own continued deficiency. And even though she still couldn’t remember who she was beyond the odd fragment and her name, she was pretty sure that particular problem was psychological rather than physical, since her other injuries had healed normally and it seemed to be specific thoughts that caused her pain.

All of which meant she’d very likely touched the woman’s mind at the height of her passion. On the other hand, Jess had been in the midst of her own passionate climax, so maybe she hadn’t noticed?

Kaylee tentatively reached out, trying to sense Jess’s feelings. She didn’t want to invade the woman’s privacy, but she needed to know. Kaylee didn’t have to concentrate very hard to pick up Jess’s emotions, though she didn’t seem to be feeling anything particularly strongly and she definitely wasn’t broadcasting anything negative.

Kaylee sighed in relief and tried to relax. She would just be extra careful from now on. And if she sensed Jess was... If Jess needed some alone time, Kaylee would find a way to block it out. Somehow.

Kaylee pushed off from the wall and checked herself in the mirror. She didn’t know what she was looking for. It wasn’t like there was some physical indicator she’d just had mental sex with someone. She straightened her shoulders and headed back downstairs.

As soon as Jason saw her, he paused his game and stood up.

“Are you okay? You were gone a while.”

“I’m fine.”

“Was it lunch?”

Kaylee frowned in confusion.

“Was what lunch?”

“Whatever it was that upset your stomach,” Jason explained.

Kaylee suddenly realized he thought her urgency for the restroom had been because she’d gotten sick. She decided it was a good excuse, so she nodded.

“Maybe, but it’s okay. I’m fine now.”

He still looked concerned, so she picked up her discarded controller and pointed at the screen to distract him.

“What’s next?”

He gave her one last look, then went to the menu so he could start over.

“All right, let’s work on your swing...”













Chapter 8

 





Jess had only gotten halfway through Jason’s revised layout plan for the stables and the three barns when she glanced up at her alarm clock and saw the time. She looked out the window to confirm it had gotten dark and swore under her breath. She’d been a lot longer than a couple hours and she was pretty sure the only reason Jason hadn’t come to find her was because he was otherwise occupied with their guest.

Jess closed up the folder and set it on her nightstand so she could look at it some more later. It was just about time to see to the animals for their evening meal, so she pulled on a long sleeve plaid button-up over her thermal undershirt. The temperature had probably dropped significantly with the sun going down, not to mention the wind she could see blowing the drifts up the side of the barn. At least the snow had died down for the time being.

Jess pulled on a pair of thick socks and then headed downstairs to see what Jason and Kaylee were up to.

She found them throwing electronic balls of light to a cartoon fairy. Judging by their scores, it was Kaylee’s first game.

Jess paused at the foot of the stairs, feeling warmth suffuse her cheeks as she caught sight of Kaylee and suddenly remembered what she’d been doing with the sexy blonde in her mind less than an hour ago. She pushed the images away and took a few cleansing breaths. She continued to watch the woman until she saw the grimace on Kaylee’s face. At first, she thought the woman was in pain again. Then she realized it was just her reaction to her latest throw, which had completely bypassed the fairy to land far outside the target zone in the enchanted woods.

“How’s it going?” Jess asked as she finally moved into the room.

Jason glanced back at her, then made his throw.

“Okay,” he said.

Jess smirked at the glare Kaylee shot him.

“Not so much?” Jess directed at her.

Kaylee widened her eyes and then ducked her head at being caught.

“I don’t know these... these... plays.”

“Yeah, it can take some time to learn some of these games.”

Kaylee smiled and nodded her thanks at the correction of her word choice.

“Yes. I don’t know these games, but I’ll learn them.”

“Well, that’s fine if you want to keep playing, but I was gonna go check on the animals. Anyone want to join me?”

“Yes!” Kaylee said, a little more forcefully than she’d intended.

Kaylee wasn’t sure what the animals were, but she thought they had to be better than the past few hours.

“All right,” Jason agreed, clearly disappointed that he hadn’t been able to impress Kaylee with his gaming skills.

“Kaylee’s going to need some better clothes if she’s going to go outside. Do we still have any of your old stuff?” Jess asked her son. “I’m not sure any of mine would fit her, except maybe as a nightgown.”

“Yeah. We never did get around to taking any of those boxes to the donation center. I think they’re still up in the attic.”

Jason tossed his controller on the couch behind him, not bothering to shut down the machine, and took off upstairs. Jess and Kaylee followed at a more sedate pace.

While Jason wrestled several large boxes over to the opening from the attic, which had a folding wooden pull down ladder located in Jason’s room, Jess stood halfway up the steps to receive each box, and then walked them down the rest of the way.

Kaylee waited in the doorway, looking around the room until Jess was occupied with a box, and then she surreptitiously glanced at the other end of the hallway to where she realized Jess’s room was. She wondered what was behind the door and if she’d ever be invited in. Another loud thump brought her attention back to Jess.

“That was the last one,” Jason called down.

“All right, let’s see what we’ve got,” Jess muttered as she pulled the flaps of the boxes open and started pulling out the large vacuum sealed bags inside them.

Jason joined them a few moments later and mother and son took turns holding various items up to match them to Kaylee’s small stature. One of the boxes contained some of Jess’s old clothes from before she’d hit her first growth spurt, so they were able to add a few essentials Jason’s boxes didn’t have. It was all stuff Jess’s mother had set aside at some point and Jess tried not to think about it.

Between the two of them, they managed to find quite a few old T-shirts, several pairs of jeans, a pair of boots, a set of thermal underwear, and some long sleeve shirts and flannels, along with socks, underwear, and a couple bras.

Kaylee frowned at the underwear and was about to set them back in the box when she noticed Jess minutely shaking her head and giving her a pleading look before glancing at her son. Kaylee nodded and left the small stack alone.

Jess gathered up the refolded clothes and stuffed the unusable items in the bags again, not bothering to reseal them before she tossed them back in the boxes.

“I know this stuff doesn’t exactly smell great, but I swear to you everything is clean. It’s just the plastic smell from being stored in those bags for so long. But we can take care of that later. For now, you just have to wear them while we’re outside, so you don’t freeze to death. Then you can change back into what you have on now. We’ll do laundry tomorrow, I promise.”

Kaylee nodded and accepted the stack of clothes. The smell didn’t really bother her. It wasn’t familiar, so she didn’t have any associations with it, which meant no pain, and that was a good thing. Kaylee went back downstairs to try on the clothes in the bathroom while the other two worked to get the boxes back up the stairs. She tried to remember what the clothes had looked like on Jess and Jason, particularly what order they’d gone in.

First was the underwear, but Kaylee simply set those items aside. She understood Jess hadn’t wanted her to make a big deal out of it in front of the boy, but that didn’t mean she was actually going to put on the uncomfortable garments. The shirts seemed simple enough. The plain long sleeve shirt went under the one with all the buttons and the plain pants that hugged her legs went under the thicker jeans. And of course the socks went under the shoes.

“You doing okay in there?” Jess’s voice came through the closed door.

Kaylee stood up from where she’d been sitting on the toilet seat lid to zip up the boots and opened the door.

“Hey, I found a jacket for you to use. It’s one of my old ones, but it, um... it should... uh...” Jess trailed off, completely losing her train of thought as she looked the blonde up and down, her hand still absently suspended in midair holding out the coat.

Jess swallowed. They might have miscalculated Kaylee’s size. The thermal shirt she was wearing was at least one size too small and was riding up, exposing Kaylee’s toned abs, while the jeans seemed a little too large and were slung low on the woman’s hips, allowing Jess to see the skintight thermal underwear Kaylee wore beneath them.

As Kaylee took the jacket, Jess forced herself to look away, but her eyes immediately found Kaylee’s body in the mirror. The woman raised her arms to slip the insulated jacket on over her shoulders and the movement caused her shirt to ride up even more while her jeans looked about ready to fall off her hips.

“Let me see if I can find you a belt,” Jess mumbled and then turned away, practically jogging upstairs in her haste to occupy herself with something other than the sight of the beautiful woman.

By the time Jess returned, Kaylee was with Jason in the kitchen, watching him pull on his jacket, hat, and gloves, while Sienna paced excitedly around them.

Kaylee turned at Jess’s entrance and smiled. Then the woman handed her a long strip of some kind of thick woven material with two metal loops at one end. She looked at it, trying to imagine how she was supposed to use it, but she couldn’t figure it out, so she handed it back to Jess.

“I don’t understand.”

Jess sighed and began threading the old black military style D-ring belt through the loops on Kaylee’s jeans. As she leaned forward to reach around behind Kaylee, she inhaled the woman’s unique scent and felt her breathing escalate in response. Finally, she finished and brought the two ends together to show Kaylee how to thread the plain end through the two rings to pull the belt tight and secure it in place.

Kaylee felt desire curl in her stomach at Jess’s close proximity and was sure at least some of it was coming from Jess, mostly because it was tinged with a sense of underlying annoyance, which Kaylee didn’t feel in the slightest. Once Jess had finished pulling the belt tight and had backed up a step, Kaylee saw the frown on her face and thought she understood. Jess was probably worried that her feelings were unreciprocated or unwanted.

Kaylee realized she hadn’t exactly been clear about her own desire, so she offered the woman what she hoped was a welcoming smile and put her right receiving hand out, palm up, to show she was open to Jess’s advances. Jess’s expression cleared and Kaylee thought for a moment that Jess was going to place her left giving hand on top in acceptance, but instead the woman turned and picked up a pair of gloves from the table.

“Sorry. I almost forgot. Here ya go,” Jess said as she placed the gloves in Kaylee’s waiting hand. Then she turned to look at the coat hooks and grabbed a spare beanie. “You should probably put this on, too. But still put your hood up. The last thing we need is for you to get hypothermic again.”

Kaylee accepted the small hat and then turned away to hide her disappointment as she pulled it on along with the gloves. She mentally shook her head at herself. She should’ve realized at least some of their customs would be different and Jess wouldn’t understand what she was offering. She made a note to herself to look up the local mating customs when she got the chance.

Kaylee glanced at the other two and mimicked them by zipping her jacket all the way up to her chin and snapping the collar closed so that it covered her mouth and nose. Then she pulled her hood up over the snug hat and tightened the drawstrings until she had only a narrow opening through which to see where she was going. Then she followed Jason through the door with Jess and Sienna behind her.

As soon as she stepped outside, Kaylee shivered at the biting cold. It didn’t stop her from looking around, though.

The landscape was covered in a sparkling white blanket and it wasn’t until they’d all made their way down the steps to the ground that Kaylee understood how deep it was. A narrow trail led away from the stairs and branched off in several directions, but the snow bordering the sides of the main path came up to her knees, and as she walked next to Jess following Jason and the dog, she saw drifts that would easily reach her waist and some that looked like they might be above her head. Small flakes of snow raced to the ground and Kaylee could hear them tap against her hood as her borrowed boots crunched through several inches of snow, which had apparently fallen in the time since Jess and Jason had last traversed the pathway.

They were headed towards a large red building that lit up with a bright spotlight when they came close. Jason pushed one of the large sliding doors open for the rest of them to pass through and then slid it closed behind them. It was a little warmer inside, but not by much.

“I’ll get the feed going,” Jason said.

“I’ll check on the troughs,” Jess replied, then turned to Kaylee. The woman was just staring and Jess followed her gaze to the horse stalls. She grinned as she pulled her gloves off and stuffed them in one of her jacket pockets. “I take it you’d rather meet the horses first?”

Kaylee couldn’t pry her eyes from the sight of a creature much larger than the one she’d thought of as huge before. She almost called out a warning as she saw Jess walk right up to the gigantic beast and begin rubbing its long flat forehead. The animal snorted and nodded its head, then rubbed the side of its face against Jess’s other hand. Jess smiled and seemed to be murmuring to it as one of its ears swiveled towards her to listen.

Kaylee cautiously followed Jess over to where the animal’s massive head was hanging over the side of the half door of its cell. Then she froze as two more heads popped out over the next two half doors behind Jess, though the rest of the stalls seemed to be empty. Kaylee stayed where she was, standing back several paces as she tried to let her heart settle. She couldn’t sense any of them and even though she was pretty sure it didn’t mean she was still damaged, it was still unnerving.

Jess smiled warmly at her.

“Come on. Let me introduce you. This is Maizy. She’s named after this corn-shaped place on her head. We’ve had her since I was about fourteen. She’s getting up there, but she’s the sweetest horse you’ll ever meet.” Jess turned behind her and gestured. “And that’s her daughter, Spacey, mostly because she kind of is. And that one over there is our gelding, Lazy, which he definitely is.”

Jess dug in her pockets and pulled out a baggie containing four quarters of an apple with the seeds cut out and a pocket knife.

“Here, you can give this to Maizy while I check her water,” Jess said as she efficiently cut the quarters into smaller slices, then cut the slices in half. She saw Kaylee watching her intently and winked as she lowered her voice. “This is so she’ll think she’s getting more than she really is. She can be a bit of a hog sometimes.” Jess finished with the fruit and nodded at Kaylee’s hands. “Go ahead and take off your gloves. If she feels your skin, she’ll know to be gentle. Otherwise, she’ll start nipping at the gloves, thinking it’s part of the food.”

Kaylee was a little reluctant to bare her skin, both to the cold and to the animal, but did as requested. She shoved the gloves into the front chest pocket on her coat and then Jess reached for her hand. Kaylee thrilled at the touch, though she was careful not to reach into the woman’s mind. Then she grimaced when she felt Jess place a cold sticky piece of fruit in her palm.

“Now, like I said, she gets a little greedy sometimes, so just feed her one piece at a time, like this,” Jess said as she plucked another piece of apple from the bag and shaped her hand into a cup. She kept her fingers together and pushed her hand up against the horse’s mouth. “And don’t pull away from her when she’s eating. Let her pull away from you.”

The horse raised its head and chewed a couple times before swallowing, then immediately went in search of more, though Jess had already dropped her hand and wiped it on her jeans. She looked at Kaylee encouragingly. At Kaylee’s dubious look, Jess smiled.

“Don’t worry. She doesn’t bite. Go on.”

Kaylee took a breath and tentatively brought her hand up closer to the horse’s mouth. It immediately lowered its head and snuffled into her hand. The warm wet tickling sensation made Kaylee laugh despite her trepidation and then she felt a rush of calm interest flood her mind.

Instead of pulling her hand away, she brought her other hand up to rub the horse’s forehead, knowing immediately that it was Maizy’s very favorite thing, even more than the apples. The sensation of loving tranquility was a balm to the constant anxiety she’d been feeling since she’d woken up the night before. She hadn’t even realized how scared she’d been until she felt the absence of it. She moved forward under Maizy’s head and hugged her around her long neck as the horse pressed her chin against Kaylee’s back to hug her in return.

»Thank you,« Kaylee sent and felt Maizy vaguely acknowledge the sentiment.

Kaylee reluctantly released the hug and stepped back. She looked to Jess and found the woman watching her.

“May I give her a few more of those? She really likes them,” Kaylee said as she held out her hand.

“Yeah, sure,” Jess said as she passed over the bag. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone take to a horse that quickly after being that nervous.”

Kaylee heard the question in Jess’s voice and smiled.

“She is the sweetest, like you said. I was just nervous about her size.”

Jess nodded in understanding.

“Ah. Yeah, I guess they do seem kind of tall if you aren’t used to them,” Jess agreed.

Kaylee couldn’t help smiling as she noticed the top of Jess’s head was nearly even with the top of Maizy’s.

“I’m fine with tall.”

Jess glanced over at the blonde’s teasing smile, then back at the horse as she suddenly realized they were about the same height. She looked at Kaylee again, searching for confirmation that the woman really was flirting with her, but then Jason came back.

“Hey, Kaylee, you wanna meet our goats?” Jason asked.

Kaylee held Jess’s gaze for another moment before finally looking over at Jason and nodding. She followed Jason to a more open part of the structure, though it was still sectioned off with a large gate and wire mesh that appeared to have been repaired many times.

Kaylee listened to Jason’s instructions regarding how to interact with the goats while they stood outside the corral, doing her best to block out the bleating sounds coming from the goats jostling against the fence. The goats seemed to hold to a standard matriarchy and Kaylee had to pay her respects to the lead female first. Jason was also adamant that she not chase any of them and instead let them come to her. Kaylee almost laughed at that. Like she would attempt to chase after anything that had horns as large as those she saw on the half-dozen animals inside the fenced-in pen.

Kaylee tried to see where Jess had disappeared to inside one of the horse’s stalls as Jason carefully opened the gate, blocking the space with his body, but she couldn’t find the woman, so she reluctantly followed behind the boy into the goat corral.

She was immediately surrounded by the goats, but Jason seemed to sense her unease and physically blocked some of the more determined animals from getting too close to her. Then he introduced her to the queen of the herd. Kaylee let the female sniff her as she rubbed the spots between its horns and along its cheek where Jason had indicated. The goat’s mind was a bit more chaotic than Maizy’s had been, but it mostly seemed to be excited to meet a new person and was actively looking for treats.

Kaylee got the sense that the goat wanted to be pet towards the front, so she moved her hand down to rub against the queen’s furry chest, then dropped a little lower to scratch at the juncture where her legs met the barrel of her body. The queen immediately pushed forward, rubbing against Kaylee’s hips and circling her like Max had several times. A few moments later, the rest of the goats seemed to decide that was their cue and they all moved forward, trying to get Kaylee’s attention.

Kaylee smiled as she was swarmed by the fuzzy goats. They might not have been as calming as the horse had been, but their pure jubilation at getting to meet their family’s newest member was invigorating. Kaylee made sure she rubbed every single goat, sensing through their physical link where they liked to be scratched the best before finally following Jason back out of the pen.

Then Jason took her to see the chickens and Kaylee felt her joyfulness dissipate as her head started to pound. The flightless birds that laid eggs for Jess and Jason in their heated coop seemed more familiar to her than any other animal she’d met so far. She knew them from somewhere, or something very like them, and it was taking all her concentration to stop attempting to search for the knowledge in her memories.

Kaylee focused on her breathing and purposely looked away from the birds in their nests as Jason continued to talk about how they managed their flock. They maintained a group of younger chickens that continued to lay during the winter while slowly culling the older chickens’ numbers to use them for food, which also reduced their costs for feed. Then when the climate turned warmer, they would bring in a new group of chickens. From what Kaylee could gather, they employed a combination of purchasing new baby chicks and fertilizing several batches of eggs using a neighbor’s rooster who received a few free chickens and eggs in return.

“...We’re usually able to offer at least a dozen eggs to each of our members every other week during the winter and some of the chickens every month at almost as cheap as store-bought, but ours our way fresher and they’re free-range, so people know where their food comes from,” Jason explained as Kaylee nodded. “But then we have a bunch of vegetarian and vegan members, which really works out because it lets us offer more of the eggs to fewer members, so we’re not just running a chicken farm. Most people don’t even have to supplement from the grocery store when they sign up with us.”

Kaylee looked up at the doorway, sensing Jess’s arrival just as the woman stepped into view.

“You know she’s not researching to become a member, right? You can stop with the sale’s pitch,” Jess teased as she offered a wink to Kaylee.

“Hey, I’m just educating her on what we do around here. She should know we run an ethical farm.”

“I’m sure she’s aware.” Jess jerked her head for them to exit the attached coop. “Come on. I’m done with the logs and everyone’s freshly watered, so I’m ready to get back inside where it’s nice and warm.”

Kaylee preceded Jason out of the coop at his gesture and then followed Jess outside. They waited for Jason to close up the barn and then he moved ahead of them as he started calling for Sienna. The snow seemed to be coming down even harder than before, but Kaylee still looked around as she walked slowly beside Jess.

“What are those... buildings?” Kaylee asked as she pointed at several of the domes partially lit by the artificial light.

“Those are our greenhouses. I can show them to you tomorrow,” Jess said absently as she scanned the area past the edge of the barn’s spotlight. “Sienna! You better get your ass back here right now or we’re leaving without you!”

A moment later, Sienna came romping through the drifts, obviously happy as she returned successful from some private mission. As soon as she was in the more cleared pathway, she shook her whole body, tossing clumps of snow from her thick fur. Several bits hit Kaylee in the face and judging by the sounds of outrage, Jess and Jason hadn’t escaped unscathed either. As Kaylee wiped the melting ice from her cheeks, the dog bowed for a moment as if stretching, then darted off towards the house.

“Yeah, you better run!” Jason called after her, but then Sienna just as quickly ran back to them, prancing in front of them before jumping up to put her paws on Jason’s shoulders as she licked at his face, stopping their forward progress. “All right, all right. I know, girl. I promise, we’ll play tomorrow, okay? It’s just not safe in this blizzard, right now, all right?”

Jess turned her head, hiding her smirk as she heard her son mimic her words from that morning without even seeming to realize it.

“Yeah, let’s get inside before we freeze in place out here,” Jess said as she gently pressed her hand to Kaylee’s back to get them moving again.

Kaylee stood still an extra moment, just enjoying the feeling of Jess’s hand resting against her lower back through the thick jacket, but after Jason got several steps ahead of them, she realized she had to follow or be caught out, so she finally gave in and started moving again. As they left the illuminated area behind them, Kaylee looked up and saw the building they’d originally come from. She liked the angles of the roof and the warm yellow light that glowed from the windows through the falling snow. The structure didn’t feel familiar to her, but there was something inviting about it.

Then she looked past the building and saw another one that seemed to be in the same style, but it was easily three times the size.

“What is that place?” Kaylee asked as she pointed to the massive structure in the distance.

“That’s where I grew up,” Jess said quietly, not even looking up at the house as she kept her eyes on the snow-covered steps leading up to the porch.

Kaylee felt twinges of anger and possibly grief coming from the woman, but before she could even consider asking if Jess was okay, the feelings disappeared as if they’d never existed. Jason had already opened the door to let Sienna in ahead of him, the dog disappearing further into the house, but then Jason turned around and paused in the doorway.

“We could show it to you,” Jason offered, having obviously overheard them. “It’s kind of a wreck right now, since we’re in the middle of fixing it up, but if you can look past all that, it’s really nice.”

“Let’s leave that until tomorrow, Jase, when it’s light out,” Jess said.

Jason looked at his mother’s expressionless face and knew better than to push it.

“All right, yeah, that would probably be better,” Jason conceded as he turned around and entered the house, his mother right behind him. He waited for Kaylee to pass, then closed the door against the cold before starting to remove his jacket and continuing. “We don’t have a lot of lights working over there, so it’ll be a lot easier to see in the daytime,” Jason explained.

Kaylee just nodded. She was more focused on how quiet Jess had gotten, though she refrained from searching for the answers in Jess’s mind as she followed their examples and went about removing her jacket, boots, and other outerwear, placing the items next to theirs on the hooks and tray by the door.

Jason finished removing his boots and stood up again.

“So, what are we gonna—” Jason started, but then abruptly stopped when he heard faint yelling.

“What the hell...” Jess questioned as she stood still and listened. After a moment, she heard Jason’s name coming from the basement and smiled as she shook her head. “I think you left the system on, Jase.”

“Whoops?” Jason said as he gave his mother the most innocent look he could muster.

Jess laughed, feeling the tension from a few minutes ago instantly fade at the prospect of letting off some steam with her son’s friends.

“Maybe we should go see what they want.” Jess turned to Kaylee and grinned as she gestured for the blonde to precede her. “Come on. This should be fun.”

Kaylee’s curiosity was piqued and she dutifully followed behind Jason as he led the way down to the basement. As they entered the main area in front of the large screen, she looked around Jason’s tall frame to see a line of squares at the top of the screen with the faces of several boys that appeared to be Jason’s age. They were all calling out for him, but then they seemed to see him and one of the boys in the middle spoke above the others.

“JT! Fucking finally. Where the hell have you been? We’ve been yelling for you forever.”

“Shut up, Carson. Can’t you see he’s got a girl with him?”

“Damn, you holding out on us, man? She’s hot.”

Kaylee felt Jason’s embarrassment radiating off of him and wasn’t surprised when she glanced over to see him blushing.

“You gonna introduce us or what?” Carson asked.

“Um, she’s not—” Jason started, but was immediately interrupted as the speakers erupted with yells.

“Mama T!”

Jess laughed as she was finally spotted walking up behind her son and into the camera’s view.

“Yo, Mama T!

“Cool. You gonna play with us, too? They just dropped some massive new level for COH and we were all gonna go check it out.”

“Yeah, come on. You have to. You haven’t played with us in months.”

 “I was thinking about it,” Jess hedged, though she’d already decided to give in to Jason’s earlier request.

“So who’s the blonde?”

“Oh, is she your girlfriend?”

“Nice goin’, Mama T.”

“Sweet.”

“Okay, that’s enough, guys. Be nice,” Jess reprimanded, shifting from compatriot to mother in half a heartbeat. The boys’ expressions all became immediately repentant and mumbled apologies came through the speakers. Jess nodded in acceptance, then gestured to Kaylee. “This is Kaylee and she’s staying with us for the time being. She kind of got stuck with us when the storm hit,” Jess explained vaguely, completely sidestepping the whole ‘girlfriend’ comment.

Greetings overlapped each other as each boy tried to say hi and introduce himself at the same time. Kaylee missed most of the names, but then she saw the names listed above the boys’ faces. There were four in all, Bobby, Carson, Aaron, and Nate going from left to right, and Kaylee just nodded at them in return.

“So, we gonna play or what?” Jason asked as he pulled out a couple baskets from the bottom shelf of the entertainment center and started bringing out the motion capture vests.

Jess frowned at her son’s abrupt tone, but did her best to ignore it as she looked at the screen.

“Kaylee’s never played before, guys, so we’re gonna need to hang out in the sandbox for a little bit.”

“Sure.”

“No problem.”

Jason silently handed Kaylee and Jess their vests, which had a headset and a pair of gloves dangling from each of them. He put his own gear on and then grabbed the toy space guns that acted as both character controllers and in-game weapons for all his first person shooters. He also pulled out the basket containing the joysticks and regular controllers for the space fighter sequences that took place between nearly every level of the interstellar military action game.

Kaylee put on the gloves, flexing her hands in the sheer material before shrugging the vest over her shoulders. She looked up to see Jess and Jason already dressed similarly. Jess was smiling, but then her brow furrowed as she looked at Kaylee.

“Here, let me help. If you don’t snug this tight, the motion detector is going to think you’re having a fit,” Jess said as she moved to stand in front of Kaylee and reached for the temporary tape fasteners at the front and sides of the vest. “Lift your arms,” Jess requested quietly and then pulled the edges together before locking them down again. “When you want to take it off, you can just undo the front set,” Jess explained.

Jess plucked the headset from the front pocket of Kaylee’s vest and slid it over the blonde’s head before flipping a small screen down to rest in front of Kaylee’s right eye.

“You can slide the viewfinder over to the other side if you need to and you can use this to change the distance,” Jess said as she turned the dial near Kaylee’s ear, zooming all the way out to give her the widest angle. Jess’s other fingers accidentally rested against Kaylee’s head, cupping her ear, and Jess felt her breath catch at the intimate touch as she suddenly realized how easy it would be to simply lean down and claim the woman’s plump lips. She cleared her throat as she quickly dropped her hand and took a short step back. “H-How’s that? Does it look okay?” Jess asked, refusing to meet Kaylee’s eyes as she fiddled with her own gear.

Kaylee looked up at Jess. She’d found it hard to concentrate on the instructions with Jess standing so close, but she finally swallowed and nodded.

“Yes. Thanks,” Kaylee mumbled as Jess continued to occupy herself with adjusting her own vest and headset.

Kaylee focused on the tiny screen, which showed a first person viewpoint of a rocky wilderness environment. Several soldiers in heavy armor stood around her, including Jess and Jason, with screen names hovering over the soldiers’ heads matching the names she’d seen on the main screen earlier, though they also had what she guessed were rank designations before their names and two meters underneath monitoring their health and ammunition status.

Kaylee glanced at the large screen to try to see what her own title was and saw the same view of the landscape, except it was from overhead. Her and Jess’s avatars were barely recognizable as female among the other male troopers.

Along the side of the screen, the names of the players were shown with a series of stats. Kaylee found her own name listed at the bottom as Private Kaylee and all of her stats were set at zero. It took a moment for Kaylee to figure out Jess was listed just above her as Sergeant Mama T. Her stats all had different numbers in them and there was a padlock symbol at the end of her name that Kaylee had seen online, meaning something was off-limits.

Kaylee found Jason listed second from the top as Major JT ‘BugReaper’ under Colonel Carson ‘DeathMaster.’ Jason’s stats were much higher than Jess’s, but were about on par with the other boys’ stats, who were listed under Jason as Major Aaron ‘Exterminator,’ Captain Nate ‘SlugSlayer,’ and Lieutenant Bobby ‘NecroBugger.’ Kaylee also recognized what had to be symbols of their ranks and other achievements next to their names and as patches on their avatars, though again, hers were blank.

The top of the screen still displayed the series of small inset windows that showed the other boys’ faces along with their health and ammo meters, and Kaylee saw her own face in between Jess and Jason’s along the bottom with the same information displayed. She took a step to the side and the camera tracked her face at the same time her avatar shifted to the side on the screen and the view in front of her eye moved to show her new position. It was strange having the two overlapping views, but as long as she focused on only one at a time, she seemed to do okay.

“Here.”

Kaylee looked up as Jason handed her a brightly colored gun. It was lighter than she’d been expecting. She immediately held it up and looked it over, trying to find the safety and the readout that would let her know what its ammo level was at, but all she found was a series of buttons near the trigger and along the top and both sides of the barrel above where her other hand would go to hold the weapon up. One side had a raised grip that prevented her from accidentally hitting the buttons.

“I set it for right-handed, but you can switch it to lefty if you need to,” Jason explained as he pushed on the barrel’s grip, shifting it from one side to the other and back again.

Kaylee nodded in understanding as Jason moved on to his mother.

Jess smiled at Jason as he handed over the plastic space rifle she’d painted completely black in stark contrast to her son’s, which was a dark blue with neon green circuit board lines covering it. The boy had spent an afternoon meticulously drawing the graphics with some paint markers she’d gotten for him a while back. She noticed he’d given Kaylee the one he’d painted with flames. It was one of several he’d bought with his own money for when his friends came over to play.

“You ready to kick some alien butt?” Jess asked with a grin.

“Yeah,” Jason said without looking up.

Jess tried not to frown at her son’s clipped tone. The mention of Kaylee possibly being her girlfriend had obviously upset him. She just hoped he would forget the comment and snap out of his funk once they started playing. She turned to Kaylee and gestured at the screen.

“I don’t suppose any of this looks familiar?”

Kaylee frowned. The screen and the tech didn’t feel right, but the gun in her hand...

“I... I’m not sure.”

Jess nodded.

“It’s okay. Call of Honor is a pretty straightforward first-person shooter. Once you get the hang of it, you’ll do fine.” Jess moved to stand next to Kaylee and demonstrated as she spoke. “So, you’ve got a couple different ways to move. The system will follow your movements by tracking the vest and the gloves as well as your headset and gun. That allows you to make quick movements to get out of the way of enemy fire or to aim and take out enemy targets. But when you have to move over longer distances, you use these buttons like this,” Jess said as she held up her gun to show Kaylee which buttons she was pressing on the barrel to move in different directions.

Kaylee mimicked the sequences and watched her avatar move across the screen. The buttons were set just above where her fingers and thumb naturally came to rest on the barrel making it easy to simply move a finger to hit one of them.

There was a button for each of the four cardinal directions and two buttons above her thumb, one red and the other blue. By pressing one of the directional buttons and then either the red or blue button, she could make her avatar shift from a steady walk to a run, slide left or right, or make her avatar crouch or jump up.

“You can also duck or jump by actually doing those things, which can give you a real work out,” Jess said. “I’ve set up a few obstacle course levels just for that. It makes working out a lot more fun.” Jess turned to the screen. “Hey, guys? Get into a line so Kaylee can move around you.”

The soldiers lined up, leaving enough space for Kaylee to weave in and out of their ranks. Then the boys started calling out directions and maneuvers, and Kaylee practiced for several minutes until she was able to move the avatar in whatever way she was told.

“Great. Let’s try some combos. Hold down the forward button, then hit red blue to jump and roll forward,” Jess instructed as she used her own avatar to demonstrate. “Then keep holding down the blue button and press and hold the back button to stay in a crouch.” Jess followed her own directions and came up from her roll in a crouch, her weapon at the ready. “You can also do that sideways to get out of range of grenades really fast. It also lets you move from cover to cover while making it difficult for the enemy to hit you.”

Kaylee looked at her gun to get the buttons right the first few times, but then she was doing it blind and watching her avatar soldier jump around like it was having a fit. The others joined in, bouncing their soldiers off the ground and doing somersaults through the air. Jess started laughing at the onscreen antics and Kaylee felt warmth fill her chest at the simple joy she could feel coming from the woman. Then she hit the wrong button and her soldier slammed into Jess’s, sending them both down in an awkward tumble before the avatars automatically righted themselves again. Jess glanced at Kaylee, giving her a soft bump with her shoulder as she grinned.

“Okay, I think you’ve got it. Now for some target practice,” Jess said. She checked the screen and saw a star next to Carson’s name, denoting him as the host moderator for the multiplayer game. “Carson, you wanna load some targets and maybe some goodies?”

“Sure. Coming right up.”

Kaylee saw a group of alien soldiers appear in the distance along with a bunch of blue glowing things that hovered just above the ground at various points on the landscape.

“The aliens are the enemy and the glowing stuff is stuff you want, like ammo, armor upgrades, or health boosters. You pick that stuff up by either shooting at it or walking into it,” Jess explained.

Kaylee quirked an eyebrow at that and Jess laughed.

“I know, it’s weird, but that’s how the game is played. All right, so the way you aim and fire is through the viewfinder,” Jess said as she gestured at Kaylee’s gun.

As Kaylee brought her weapon up, she accidentally pulled the soft trigger and a laser bolt shot out on the screen, grazing the nearest soldier.

“Hey! Whose side are you on?” Bobby complained.

Jess chuckled under her breath as she tapped at the buttons on the top of her weapon and Kaylee saw a few points of Jess’s health meter go down as Lieutenant Bobby’s went up. Kaylee’s ammo meter had also gone down by one.

“Your booboo all better?” Carson said in baby tones and the other boys laughed.

“See how you like it if she shoots you in the ass,” Bobby replied as his avatar brought up his gun and fired at Colonel Carson’s backside.

“Oh yeah? You want some of this?” Carson asked and then returned fire, some of his shots going wide and hitting the other soldiers, including Jess.

“Guys, I think the colonel’s been compromised. We gotta take him out! Who’s with me?” Jess yelled and then laughed as she targeted Carson’s avatar and began firing as the soldier backed up.

“Wait a second... Hey!” Carson yelped as his health meter quickly dropped to zero and his avatar toppled over, its armor smoking from all the incoming fire. “That was mutiny,” Carson pouted.

“Yes! Every man for himself! I need a promotion,” Aaron said as he went after Jason.

“What the hell, man?” Jason asked incredulously as he fired back.

“You should watch your back, dude. You’re not the only one who wants a better nick,” Nate said as he shot at Aaron.

“Oops,” Jess laughed as the screen erupted into a free-for-all with all the boys shooting at each other, their laughter and yells drowning out her own as her health meter steadily headed for zero, though she was giving as good as she got. She turned to grin at Kaylee, whose eyes had gone wide. “Come on, help me. We can’t let these little boys win.”

“I... How?” Kaylee looked at Jess in confusion.

Jess smiled and shook her head as she stood up straight and lowered her gun.

“Sorry. I forgot. We kinda got sidetracked.” She turned to the screen. “Hey guys, chill for a second. Carson, can you reset?”

“Yeah, sure. Was gonna have to do that anyway,” Carson said, his tone sounding annoyed even though he was smirking.

All the health and ammo meters went back up to full. A couple of the boys took pot shots at each other, but they didn’t go all-out again.

“Never mind them,” Jess said. “Here, let me show you how to aim and choose your ammo.”

Jess set her gun on the couch and moved around behind Kaylee to help her bring up her own rifle.

“Look through the viewfinder and bring up your gun until you can sight down the barrel. The computer will automatically highlight both friendly and enemy targets.”

Kaylee focused on the tiny screen in front of her eye as she looked down the sights. The digital version of the gun was perfectly aligned with the plastic gun she held in her hands, giving her the feeling that she was really in the digital landscape even though she could still see the room around her with her other eye. Blue boxes appeared around the boys’ avatars as soon as she brought the gun up and she could see red boxes around the alien soldiers further off in the distance.

“The targeting system is based on real-world physics, so it’s a lot like shooting a real gun. The thing with this, though, is that you can switch between different kinds of ammo by pressing that button on the grip above your thumb and you don’t have to have perfect aim to hit your target. You just need to get close enough so the targeting sensor goes from red to flashing red and then you can take your shot. Though if you want to rack up some extra points, you can aim for a kill dot and wait for it to go solid green and it’ll give you an ace that takes most enemies down with a single shot. It’s really hard to do, though, because they’re usually not standing still like these ones are.”

Kaylee moved her rifle to bring one of the enemy soldiers into her sights and saw the box change from red to flashing red as the metrics around the box told her how far away the target was and the likely amount of damage she would inflict. At this range, using the current standard ammo and with the sights focused on the soldier’s chest armor, the computer estimated only twelve percent damage.

Kaylee pressed the button near her thumb to cycle through the different types of ammo and watched the metrics change. She had two hundred rounds of standard, a hundred of the armor-piercing, which upped the estimated damage to thirty-six percent, and five incendiary, which lowered the estimate to only seven percent, meaning the soldiers weren’t that flammable. Then Kaylee saw the dot Jess had mentioned located at the throat where there was a slight gap in the armor and she shifted slightly up. The flashing red box turned green and estimated one hundred percent damage with a standard round. Kaylee fired.

The soldier went down and Kaylee took in the change in her stats on the main screen as it registered the ace and dropped her ammo by one.

“Nice shot,” Aaron complimented and a couple of the other boys joined in to congratulate her.

Then the rest of the alien soldiers scattered for cover and began firing back.

“Now you’ve done it,” Nate muttered in disgust as his soldier crouched down behind a nearby boulder to return fire.

“I said targets, Carson, not combatants,” Jess said as she looked for her own cover in the rocky terrain.

“What,” Carson deadpanned. “It’s no fun if they just stand there.”

Jess cut her eyes at him, but then she was firing, concentrating on the nearest targets that the others were already firing at so her team could take them down as fast as possible. She glanced at Kaylee to see how she was doing and found the blonde down on one knee next to her. Kaylee was completely still and then she pulled the trigger and Jess saw through her viewfinder as one of the alien soldiers that was furthest away dropped from an ace shot. Before Jess could look up at the main screen, another one went down.

Jess took a hit to her shoulder, dropping her health down to sixty-two percent in an instant. She slipped right to get herself a little more cover behind the rocky outcropping she was hiding behind, but then as she looked for her assailant to return fire, the alien fell out from behind its own cover, killed by another ace shot from Kaylee. Jess shook her head as she laughed in amazement, then went back to firing at the enemy.

Since Carson had only loaded a couple dozen of the alien’s lowest level drone soldiers, it didn’t take long for the veteran team to wipe them out. Jess looked over at Kaylee again and saw her still scanning the horizon for more possible targets. Jess heard the boys cheering and looked at the stats. Kaylee had taken out eight of the twenty-four enemy soldiers, seven of them aces.

“Well, damn,” Bobby muttered.

“Hey, I’m pretty sure I saw those Pinehurst assholes in an open level,” Aaron said and grinned toothily. “I say we go introduce them to the newest member of the team.”

“Hang on, let’s see what she can do in a fighter first,” Nate cautioned.

“No problem,” Carson said as he typed at his keyboard off-screen.

An arrow symbol spun in the center of the display, something Kaylee had seen a few times while using the laptop and waiting for content to load, and then the scene changed. Instead of standing outside in a wasteland, they seemed to be inside a huge hangar with rows of one-person spaceships lining each side of the cavernous area. The avatars’ outfits had changed as well, showing them all in armored blue flight suits with white helmets. At the opposite end of the hangar, the entire metal plated wall began lifting to reveal an open view of space and Kaylee quirked an eyebrow in disbelief when the avatars weren’t immediately sucked out into the void. Then she noticed a blue energy field shimmering across the opening and realized it was intended to indicate the air pressure was being maintained.

As most of the others climbed up into their ships, Jess leaned over and lowered her voice as she spoke to Kaylee.

“This is actually my favorite part. When I was researching whether to get the extended edition with all the extras, I played the demo and they really went all out. They used real star field images for the backgrounds and there’s even a sandbox feature where you can just fly around in space or you can do flybys over places like Mars and Enceladus. For those, they used the actual satellite photographs of the terrain to map the surfaces. It’s amazing.”

Kaylee smiled at Jess’s obvious excitement, though she didn’t understand half the words the woman had used. She only managed to fill in the blanks because Jess was broadcasting her thoughts quite loudly in her enthusiasm and sent several mental images of zooming over the surface of a rust-orange planet and an ice-covered moon.

Then Jess moved away and set her gun on the floor as she went over to help Jason. Jason handed her a joystick as he took a standard two-handed controller for himself.

“Thanks. Hand me a controller, too?” Jess requested.

Jason frowned.

“But you hate those for flying.”

“Yeah, but I’m not sure which one Kaylee wants.”

Jason’s expression cleared and he nodded as he gave her one of the black gaming controllers.

Jess went back to Kaylee and held up the two options.

“Which do you want for flying your spaceship?”

Kaylee looked at her choices. The joystick seemed almost familiar and she instinctually reached out for it, wrapping her hand around the stick and moving it in several different directions as her index finger naturally settled on the trigger and her thumb rested over the buttons on the top.

Jess grinned.

“A woman after my own heart.” She turned back to Jason. “See? Even she knows the joystick is better.”

Jason snorted and shook his head, but he was grinning.

“Just because she likes antiques doesn’t make it better.” Jason held up his controller. “This is called progress. As in, better than what came before.”

Jess laughed, but didn’t continue the faux argument as she set the unwanted controller aside and helped Kaylee connect her wireless joystick to the console, along with her own. Then she showed Kaylee how to use it to get her avatar into the ship. The game offered an autopilot option to leave the hangar and then they were in space.

They all sat down on the couch side by side and Kaylee listened carefully as Jess showed her how to use the joystick. The buttons on top of the stick allowed her to select various weapons, including missiles, and the targeting worked much the same as it had in the previous scenario, with the addition of needing to stay on target for several seconds in order to gain missile lock. According to Jess, the missiles were in short supply, but they tended to obliterate whatever they hit, though their own ships could usually take three missile hits before being considered destroyed.

The buttons on the base controlled options like toggling between banking and turning when she pushed the stick to the left or right as well as setting her speed and switching between various displays that showed her engines, armor, shields, weapons, and any damage sustained to those areas. There was an onboard repair system where she could set priorities and she automatically set engines as number one and then weapons.

She had to look through her eyepiece to see her own display, which included blue and red targeting dots scattered across her ship’s forward screen, but she also appreciated the wider view on the large screen that showed an overlay of where everyone was in relation to each other.

“Think you got all that?” Jess questioned uncertainly, only realizing as she was explaining everything how complicated it seemed.

“Yeah,” Kaylee said as she maneuvered her ship through several twists and turns, trying to get a feel for its capabilities as a sense of anticipation built up inside her. “Let’s go.”

Jess grinned and turned to the large screen.

“All right, I think we’re ready, Carson.”

“Finally,” Bobby mumbled.

“Right, like it didn’t take you an hour to figure out how to stop flying in reverse,” Jason instantly defended and the other boys laughed.

“Shit, yeah, I remember that,” Nate piped up.

“Hey, that wasn’t my fault. The stupid keymapper fucked up.”

Jess didn’t bat an eye at the continued profanity, knowing the boys got a kick out of cursing in front of her even if her own son chose not to, though she’d heard him swear quite proficiently when he didn’t think she could hear him.

“So, we gonna do this or what?” Aaron questioned. “I checked on my dad’s laptop and those guys are halfway through the level already.”

“Yeah, come on,” Bobby seconded.

“All right. Here we go...” Carson trailed off.

He’d put the game in standby mode to avoid another free-for-all while Kaylee test-fired her weapons, but with the tap of a button, the level went live.

In an instant, the large screen was filled with red and green laser bolts criss-crossing between the small ships as loud explosions and high-pitched sounds boomed out of the speakers.

Kaylee’s eyes widened at all the noise, which seemed vaguely out of place to her in the middle of space combat, but she tuned it out as she looked through her viewfinder, no longer needing to close her other eye to focus on it. She located the nearest target and swung her ship around until she was on its tail. The joystick wasn’t that sensitive and she had to push hard to keep the enemy ship in her crosshairs. A tone signaled out of the speaker near her ear, beeping ever faster until it steadied into a long note. She pressed the button under her thumb on the joystick, releasing a friend-or-foe missile. She didn’t bother to watch it impact as she banked and twirled to get behind the next nearest enemy ship, though she did nod to herself when she saw the red dot of her previous target disappear from the display as an explosion bloomed on the large screen.

“Nice shot,” Jess complimented.

Kaylee smiled, glancing at the other woman in thanks, but then she felt a wave of annoyance come from her other side. She looked over and found Jason watching her.

“I thought you said you never played this before,” he said, his tone verging on accusing.

“I... I don’t think I have. It just feels...” ...familiar, her mind finished as she momentarily forgot not to try to remember.

She saw other ships in other battles, each flash like a spike in her temple, and she swallowed down her nausea at the sudden pain as she faced forward again. She tried not to wince, not wanting Jess to worry about her again and did her best to ignore the throbbing in her head as she went back to tracking her current target. The pain eased as she focused on listening for the tone and released another missile, but she couldn’t quite shake the sense of foreboding she now had as part of her considered how much better she seemed to be at this game than she had been at the previous ones.

In just a few minutes, she’d gone through all eight of her missiles, so she switched to the laser guns. Jason bumped into her as he aggressively went after his own targets, so she scooted over a little, causing her thigh to push against Jess’s. She stilled for a moment, feeling Jess do the same, but then she heard a different tone, which signaled an enemy was trying to get a missile lock on her. She jerked her ship to the side and spun it on its axis, then suddenly reversed her thrust, bringing her ship to an immediate stop, then hit her afterburners to regain her speed, now on the tail of her pursuer. She held down the trigger, sending a steady stream of laser fire at the ship as it tried to outmaneuver her, but she stayed with it until it finally exploded. She pulled up to begin looking for her next target.

“Holy shit, did you see that?” Carson exclaimed.

“Jesus Christ, that was fucking awesome,” Aaron seconded. “Come on, we need to go join that level and kick those guys’ asses. Who’s with me?”

A chorus of agreement sounded through the speakers.

“All right, give me a sec to pull it up,” Carson said.

Before Kaylee could finish destroying her current target, the screen froze, then went black, then changed to a loading screen. Kaylee frowned in annoyance at the interruption, but then caught Jess grinning at her and blushed.

“That really was a great maneuver,” Jess complimented quietly while they waited. “I’ve tried that one a few times, but I can never quite get the timing right and usually end up with a missile up my ass,” Jess said with a laugh.

Kaylee smiled, not at Jess’s words, though she’d been able to pick up on most of the meaning, but at the happiness she felt radiating off of the woman. The games she’d played with Jason earlier had felt like a waste of time, but seeing Jess enjoying herself and relaxing after some of the tension she’d felt coming from her throughout the day made Kaylee realize the games had a purpose after all.

A moment later, the screen reset to the hangar again, though the ships seemed to be in several different styles and their characters’ jumpsuits were black with silver helmets this time.

“I set up Aaron and Mama T with the bombers,” Carson announced as the avatars climbed into their ships and waited in line to exit the carrier. “The rest of us’ll cover ’em while they take out the AI’s frigates. Then we’ll all head for the LZ and see if we can catch up to those assholes.”

Kaylee nodded, recognizing the orders, though she couldn’t place them and didn’t try. She just focused on Jess’s ship, keeping it in her scope as she flew out of the hangar and then brought her fighter around to fly escort. They were met by a wave of fighters long before they’d gotten within missile lock distance of the bombers. Kaylee ran through her own lighter missiles in just a couple minutes as she took out as many enemy fighters as quickly as she could.

A second wave of fighters came at them and Kaylee veered off to take one of them out with her main guns, only to sense Jess’s distress a few moments later as she heard the enemy get a missile lock through Jess’s earpiece. Kaylee broke off her attack and hit her afterburners, strafing the area just behind the slow-moving bomber with constant fire to explode the missile before it could hit Jess’s ship.

“Thanks. I can take a few more of those than you can, but once my shielding’s down, that’s it,” Jess said.

Kaylee didn’t reply as she matched Jess’s slower speed and then flipped her ship so she was facing backwards. She pivoted the nose of her ship in a wide circle until she saw an enemy fighter. She started firing as soon as it attempted to slide in behind Jess’s bomber to get a lock, but then she heard the lock sounding in her ear for her own ship. Kaylee banked to the side, then hit her afterburners as she went into an erratic spiral to break the lock. It worked and she quickly looked for Jess’s ship again, forming up on her wing once more.

They went through the sequence several more times until Jess was finally able to release all of her heavy torpedoes at one of the frigates while Aaron sent his towards the other frigate. As they flew by, the frigates blew up with multiple explosions almost at the same time.

“Yes! We got ’em!” Jess exclaimed amidst the cheers from the other boys on the screen and held her hand up palm out towards Kaylee.

Kaylee caught a flash from Jess’s mind showing her what to do and grinned as she slapped her own palm against Jess’s in celebration. Jess did the same with Jason as the screen changed to show their ships coming to rest next to each other in an empty field.

As their avatars exited the ships, Jess tapped Kaylee’s knee and stood up, setting her joystick aside and picking up their weapons. Kaylee set her own joystick on the couch seat behind her and accepted her weapon. She automatically looked for the ammo count display again before remembering it was just a toy. She glanced to her side and found Jason already standing with his gun at the ready. Kaylee looked up at the main screen and saw the view had swung around to include some ruins in the distance.

“Come on, they’re already in there,” Carson said, taking point and leading the group towards the partly demolished building.

As they got closer, a new series of inset windows appeared on the other side of the screen showing eight more boys’ faces, the top one listed as Xurg Commander Brad. Kaylee also saw a new set of red dots appear on her private display, indicating they were enemy combatants.

“So, you idiots finally made it,” Brad said.

Kaylee felt Jason’s nervous excitement suddenly dip into anger even as she sensed Jess’s amusement increase.

“Hey, who’s the new private?”

“They’re still short by one.”

“Yeah, where’s the rest of your team? They bail on ya?”

“Their connections are down. We’re in the middle of a blizzard up here,” Aaron said.

“Are we gonna do this or just chat?” Carson asked derisively.

His answer came in the form of a hail of laser bolts from eight different spots scattered among the gray buildings off to their left.

In an instant, Kaylee went down on one knee and sighted along the barrel of her rifle. As she focused on the mini screen in front of her eye, she saw red crosshairs appear over her intended target. Within three shots, she had the weapon’s aim zeroed in again and took out the nearest threat. She shifted ever so slightly to the right, nailing the next target in a single shot.

“Holy crap!”

“I knew it! They brought in a ringer.”

“No fair, that’s cheating.”

“Go Kaylee! Yeah!”

Kaylee smiled at the comments.

“Cut the chatter, guys. We’re in the middle of a battle here,” Carson said. “Bobby, take left flank, since it’s clear now. Aaron, Jason, go right and cover us. Kaylee and Mama T, you’re with me.”

Kaylee stood up again, trying to ignore the fact that she’d been the only one to physically crouch in response to the sudden attack rather than using the controls on her gun. She pressed the buttons this time to move her avatar to follow Carson’s and after a few false starts, she remembered the correct combination to make her avatar hunker down to match Carson and Jess’s bent over jogging stances.

A new flurry of laser bolts rained down on her team and Kaylee tried to return fire, but her character’s crouched position threw off her aim. She unlocked the crouch, causing her avatar to stand up, which left her open to several shots. She saw her health meter drop by 25%.

“Slide left!” Carson yelled as his own avatar began running towards some wreckage in a diagonal to the left while firing to the right, Jess right behind him.

“What does that mean?” Kaylee asked.

“Hold down blue and press left!” Came the chorus of answers.

Kaylee looked at the panel of buttons on her gun and slid her fingers into position. She pressed the sequence while aiming and firing and took out another enemy soldier before ducking behind a fallen stone wall. The windows on the left side of the screen had three of the eight grayed out and she saw Nate and Aaron’s names were also dimmed, though she could see their health meters seemed to be slowly recharging. A note at the top of the screen indicated they had to take out all enemies or after a period of five minutes vanquished players could re-enter the game.

“We must kill them all or they can return?” Kaylee asked in confusion.

“Yeah,” Jason said absently as he fired at one of the enemy soldiers directly across from him.

“That is not... real.”

Jess laughed on her other side.

“You mean reality? Nah, this is just a game. Regeneration just keeps it going longer, that’s all.”

Kaylee frowned. Her head was beginning to hurt and she really didn’t want to play anymore. There was something a little too familiar about all this, yet she was sure she’d never played this game before. But if she let her avatar be killed, it sounded like she would still have to play after her character healed. That left only one alternative.

Kaylee broke cover, moving her avatar from left to right. The other team fired, but she was zigzagging too abruptly and randomly for any of them to take proper aim. She picked out their positions based on where their shots originated from and sent a steady stream of fire from her own weapon, which was joined by the rest of her team, until each of the inset windows on the left finally grayed out.

“Holy shit, she’s fuckin’ evil!”

“You mean awesome. That was so fuckin’ cool!”

“Kay-LEE! Kay-LEE!”

Her own team began chanting her name, except for Jason who remained quiet, and Jess who put an arm around her shoulder and squeezed.

“That’s gotta be a record. Look at your kill score!” Jess exclaimed.

Kaylee glanced up at the screen. She wasn’t sure what the numbers meant, but her ratio of kills and time on target were flashing red as a badge proclaiming her the ‘Most Valuable Player’ slid across the screen, followed by several more badges that popped up after her name.

Kaylee tried to smile as she did her best to ignore the feelings Jason was inadvertently broadcasting, but the sense of betrayal and jealousy were hard to block out.

“Hey, you boys wanna go again? See if you guys can redeem your sorry asses?” Jess taunted.

“Oh, you’re on, Mama.”

“Yeah, there’s no way you’ll catch us like that again.”

“You think she was good here? You should see what she can do in a fighter,” Carson defended.

Kaylee looked around at the others and shook her head.

“I don’t want—” Kaylee started, but then the entire screen grayed out as everything froze and an alert message popped up at the top of the window stating, ‘No internet connection found.’

“Seriously?” Jess muttered as she set her plastic gun aside and knelt down to check on the console. “Damn, it’s probably down for good, but let me try rebooting anyway, just in case.”

Jess turned everything off, then back on again, but after several minutes, there was still no connection.

“Well, that sucks,” Jess said as she stood back up and faced Kaylee and Jason. “Sorry, guys. That’s it, probably until the storm is over.”

“At least we still have power,” Jason offered.

Jess smiled and cupped the side of his head affectionately.

“Very true. That’s definitely one in the plus column, though I’m not holding my breath for that to last much longer, especially if cable’s gone down.”

“You think it’s all the ice?” Jason asked.

“Probably.”

“So, no more games?” Kaylee asked, sounding more than a little hopeful.

“Oh, well, we could still play with just the three of us,” Jason said.

Jess looked at Kaylee’s instant grimace and barely suppressed a laugh as she shook her head.

“Let’s give it a rest tonight, Jase. It’s been a long day and Kaylee’s still recovering. I’m guessing she’d like to get some sleep.”

Kaylee didn’t answer, since she wasn’t feeling tired at all and didn’t want to lie, but if Jess happened to make that assumption and it got her out of playing the games, then she’d take it.

“Oh,” Jason said, immediately downcast. “All right, yeah, I guess I’m kind of tired, too, now that you mention it.”

“Yeah, I’m pretty beat, too,” Jess agreed. “Why don’t you go on up to bed and I’ll be right behind you as soon as I get Kaylee settled.”

Jason nodded.

“All right.” Jason turned to Kaylee, though he didn’t really look her in the eye. “Night,” he offered vaguely to both of them and then headed up to his room.

Jess and Kaylee followed him up the stairs to the main floor, but then stopped in the living area as he continued on up. Jess looked at the mess of Kaylee’s makeshift bed on the couch and sighed as she walked over to fix it up properly, peeling back the multitude of blankets, but still leaving several for Kaylee to use.

Kaylee watched Jess, but it only took her a few moments to understand what Jess was doing. She picked up one of the blankets and followed Jess’s movements, carefully mimicking Jess’s pattern of folding the cloth in half each time until it was in a rectangle small enough to be easily stacked and carried.

When they were done, Jess took the extra blankets back upstairs and put them away. She came back down with a pillow and efficiently shoved it into a fresh pillow case.

“This should be a lot more comfortable for you than that armrest must’ve been last night,” Jess said as she laid it at the end of the couch.

When Kaylee didn’t respond, Jess looked over at her and finally noticed the blonde was sitting quietly in the middle of the couch, her arms resting on her thighs as she stared off into space, seemingly lost in thought.

“You okay?”

Kaylee looked up and slowly shook her head.

“I shouldn’t have been able to play that game so well.”

Jess shrugged.

“You’ve probably played it before, like Jason said.”

Kaylee stared down at her hands where she’d clasped them in front of her.

“It didn’t feel like a game,” Kaylee said quietly.

“What do you mean?”

“What I was doing. It felt... real.”

Jess sat on the coffee table across from Kaylee and gentled her voice.

“Yeah, I kind of wondered about that earlier, too.” Kaylee looked up at her, obviously waiting for Jess to elaborate. “I was actually wondering if maybe you were a vet.” Kaylee frowned in confusion. “A war veteran... A soldier,” Jess simplified her explanation. “I think maybe you’ve seen real combat. Which probably just means your memories are coming back.”

Kaylee frowned again and rubbed her temple. She looked up at Jess and forced herself to speak past the tightness in her throat.

“So why am I not happy about that?”

The tortured expression on Kaylee’s face was too much for Jess to ignore and she moved to sit beside the blonde as she wrapped an arm around the smaller woman’s shoulders.

“I don’t know, but it’s going to be okay. I know this is scary. But you’re clearly a very strong person. You survived out there long enough for us to find you and help you. You’ll get through this, too.”

“Yeah?” Kaylee asked as her body drank in the contact with Jess’s.

Jess smiled and squeezed Kaylee’s shoulder, glad to hear the note of hope in the young woman’s voice.

“Yeah.” Jess gave Kaylee’s shoulder another gentle squeeze as she looked down into the blonde’s green eyes.

Jess’s heart skipped a beat and then suddenly sped up at the shy smile on Kaylee’s lips. Lips that were far too close to her own at the moment. She looked away and quickly stood up.

“I, um...” Jess racked her brain for something to say as she just stood there. “I... I need to get to bed. Do you want me to get the lights for you?” Jess asked, already walking towards the hallway in her haste to get away.

Kaylee’s brow furrowed as she tried to figure out what Jess meant by lights and what she was supposed to do with them once she had them, but then she caught a few flashes from Jess’s thoughts regarding the light switches and turning them off so she could go to sleep, and finally understood. She shook her head.

“No. I... I’m not really tired. I think I’ll... stay up for a while.”

“Oh. Okay,” Jess said, suddenly reluctant to leave, though she wasn’t sure why.

She just didn’t like the idea of Kaylee being downstairs all alone.

Then Sienna came over from where she’d been dozing in her dog bed and jumped up on the couch, resting her chin on Kaylee’s thigh. Kaylee smiled and immediately started petting the dog’s head. A moment later, Max appeared on the other side of the couch and rammed his head right into Kaylee’s arm. Kaylee laughed and rubbed both their heads as she lowered her own to speak softly to them.

“Keemah soo sheh voo, huh? What you are doing? You must... wait your turns. I only have two hands.”

Jess smiled, but as the animals cuddled in closer to Kaylee, making the most of their contact with the two hands in question, Jess couldn’t help feeling a pang of jealousy. She pushed the feeling away, reminding herself that at least Kaylee wouldn’t be alone, which made Jess feel a little better about going upstairs.

“Well, goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” Kaylee replied, her smile much wider this time as she continued to pet the furry beasts.

Jess headed upstairs.





* * *

 





Jess lay on her side with her head propped up in her hand as she looked over the notes from Jason again. She made a few notes of her own on the printouts and then sat up to write a brief summary of the things she needed to research further in her to-do notebook. Of course, she’d have to wait until they got their internet connection back up, but she didn’t want to forget any of the ideas Jason’s plans had sparked.

As she tried to think of anything she’d missed, her eyes drifted from the page to her bedroom door. It wasn’t completely closed, leaving a small gap so Max could push his way in. Jess frowned as she remembered Max had found a new friend and brought her gaze back down to the papers. She flipped several pages to get to the next idea she thought was worth looking into and focused on writing down all the questions she could think of for it.

It was a few minutes later when she realized she’d stopped writing and was staring at her door again, but it wasn’t the cat she was imagining coming in to curl up with her. Jess rolled her eyes at herself and closed her notebook. Her mind clearly wasn’t on fixing up the Winston farm and it was way past her bedtime anyway, so she straightened the papers she’d scattered across her bed and set them on her nightstand to finish going over later.

Jess changed into her night clothes and turned off the lights before climbing back into bed. She pulled the covers up around her and closed her eyes. As she rolled over onto her side, she opened her eyes again and stared at her bedroom door.

She wondered if Kaylee was asleep yet or if she was still awake, just sitting on the couch with Max and Sienna. The woman had seemed okay when Jess had left her, but that had been over an hour ago. Jess suddenly had an overwhelming urge to get up and go downstairs to check on Kaylee. She just wanted to see her, make sure she wasn’t still upset.

Jess remembered the way Kaylee had leaned into her, the young woman’s body practically melting into her side when she’d put her arm around Kaylee’s shoulders. It would’ve been so easy to lower her lips to Kaylee’s and taste...

No, damn it. She’s a guest in your home and she’s recently been through some major trauma and she doesn’t need you acting like some horny teenager trying to get into her pants. She deserves better than that. And you really don’t need that kind of complication in your life, so just... stop thinking about her and go to sleep.

Jess rolled over to face away from the door, but her eyes refused to close and she ended up staring at her bathroom door instead, reminding her of the thoughts she’d entertained earlier. She considered indulging again, but just as quickly dismissed the idea. While it might relax her body, she couldn’t help feeling self-conscious in the quiet of the night and she really didn’t want to make a habit out of fantasizing about the woman. She just needed to take her mind off the subject.

Jess wished once again that Max had followed her upstairs. Traitorous cat. At least if he’d been next to her, she could’ve pet him and listened to his rhythmic purring until she fell asleep the way she usually did. The only reason she hadn’t missed him last night was because she’d already been exhausted when she’d bedded down on the recliner. Listening to Kaylee’s soft breathing wasn’t bad either.

Jess groaned in annoyance at herself and rolled onto her back. The room was too quiet and her queen-sized bed was too big and she just couldn’t help noticing that she was alone, a fact she’d been blissfully unaware of until Kaylee.

Jess frowned at that thought and resolutely put it out of her mind as she rolled onto her side again and forced herself to close her eyes. A minute later, she gave in and grabbed the other pillow, wrapping her arm around it. If it happened to be an image of Kaylee held tightly in her arms that finally let her fall asleep, she would never admit it.





* * *

 





Kaylee listened to Jess’s soft footsteps retreat upstairs as she sat on the couch with the dog and cat. She absently continued petting them as she looked around the room.

From what she understood, when the game had cut out, the link to the communications network had been interrupted as well, and because of the storm, it would be awhile before the link was reestablished. That meant no more searching the internet for information. However, she’d noticed the dwelling was lined with shelves of what appeared to be books, the smaller ones sometimes stacked three deep.

Books were normally for the elite and were a status symbol among the masters, a way to show wealth by devoting vast amounts of physical space to house knowledge that could’ve been more easily kept in digital storage. But that didn’t seem to be the case here given Jess’s extensive library compared to her obvious lack of resources and Kaylee was curious what might be in them.

Kaylee stilled as she saw flashes of her father using his position as maintenance staff to smuggle books out of his master’s unused and unread private library so they could learn more than what the masters chose to teach them. She’d read book after book on every subject imaginable and in many different languages, including ones she wasn’t supposed to know, usually finishing several in a single night so her father could return them as soon as possible...

Before the memories could coalesce any further, she slammed them back behind the mental wall they’d been leaking through and did her best to shore up the cracks. She sighed in relief when she felt only a mild ache at her temples rather than the previously sharper pains. The sooner she caught those memory trails and stopped them, the better off she would be.

Kaylee took a few moments to just breathe and then refocused on her earlier goal as she consciously ignored any thoughts regarding her previous experiences with books. All that mattered was that there were a lot of books on those shelves and she wanted to know what kind of information they held.

Kaylee carefully maneuvered out from under the animals and then pet them for several more moments to get them to settle down again. She also sent out some calming mental images to let them know she’d be returning soon.

Kaylee went to the nearest shelf and began scanning the titles on the spines of the books. She picked up one of the smaller ones and read the title. The Adventures of Captain Rebel and the Space Pirates.

The cover showed some sort of space ship and a space station, neither of which appeared functional. She read the back. ‘The galaxy hopping science fiction adventures that have become legends in their own time.’

Kaylee skimmed several others and found similar text.

She moved on to another section of shelves. These books were larger. She read through some of the titles. Home Improvement for the DIYer. The Complete Guide to Gardening. Building Your First Chicken Coop. Your Trail Guide to Hiking the Adirondack Mountains. Constellations of the Northern Hemisphere. The New Complete American Idioms Handbook.

With her limited understanding of the language, the titles weren’t always clear to her, but a quick look inside was usually enough to get the general meaning.

The corners of most of the books were blunted and nearly all of them seemed to have damage from water spills or other substances that had hardened and adhered to the paper. Many of them also had extra labels on them with a series of parallel lines and the words ‘Property of Taylor Mountain Library’ crossed out above them or partially covered with stickers that said ‘SOLD’ on them.

As Kaylee moved along the wall of shelves, she noticed a pattern. The smaller books appeared to be fictional accounts of spacefaring societies while the larger books seemed to all be educational, some of them even including diagrams or maps.

She grabbed a stack of the educational books that seemed interesting and set them on the coffee table. Then she went back downstairs to get the dictionary she’d left sitting next to the laptop and brought it upstairs.

With her reading materials selected and the dictionary close by, Kaylee managed to squeeze between the resting animals and reclaimed her space alongside them.

It was several hours later when she realized she was hungry. And thirsty. She was sure now that there was no rationing, so she went to the kitchen and scrounged for something to eat and drink. Water from the tap was the easiest and she filled a glass with the crystal clear liquid. She sipped on it while she looked for more solid sustenance.

Kaylee couldn’t find any of the food items they’d given to her earlier, but then she remembered the ration bars she’d eaten when she’d first woken up. They were still sitting out on the counter in a small open box, so she grabbed several of the silver packages and took her bounty back to the living room.

She ate from the wrapper, careful not to drop any crumbs as she went back over to the bookshelf to look for something else to read. She’d learned a lot in the past few hours, especially from the idioms book. Several of the phrases she’d heard Jess and Jason and the others say made a lot more sense now.

She also felt much more sure she’d never been to this world before even though some things seemed familiar. Like the shape of the continents. She was positive she’d seen them somewhere, but she’d abandoned the train of thought when it had started to make her temple throb.

At least now she had a better idea of where she was. Though it had taken her a little bit to figure it out, she now knew she was somewhere on Taylor Mountain in the Adirondack Mountains in New York in the United States of America on the North American continent on the planet Earth, which was the third planet from the Sun, the solitary star at the center of this particular planetary system, locally called the Solar System. She’d laughed when she’d read that. Like it was the only one.

Unfortunately, none of the astronomy books had been able to help her locate the system within a larger star map. What few images she’d found seemed to be focused on either graphical representations of constellations as seen from specific locations on the planet or fuzzy two-dimensional photos of particular stars singled out because of how they differed from the local star. The only other images she’d found had been of various galaxies and while accurate, they hadn’t been very useful.

Kaylee continued to nibble at her ration bar as she moved to another bookshelf. After all the researching and studying, her brain was kind of tired and she just wanted something simple to relax with, but nothing was standing out.

She walked down the hall to the last door, which she’d heard them refer to as Jess’s office. She remembered seeing books in there when she’d been looking for food earlier that morning.

Kaylee entered the office and flipped on the light. Bookshelves lined the walls in there, too, including one behind the desk. She skimmed the titles. Most appeared to be about business and finances, with a few clearly referencing how to use specific software programs. She figured that out because the boxes the software came in were right next to those books. There were others that seemed to be program languages, some of which she recognized from her time on the internet. She’d happened upon a site that offered instructions on how to create a website and many of the same words and acronyms had appeared there, like HTML, CSS, and anti-virus.

She continued around the room and stopped at the desk. There were several framed pictures showing Jess and Jason and another woman and the boy, Carson, from the game, and a few other people she hadn’t seen yet. They all seemed very happy. There were also several squishy representations of creatures she’d never seen that were soft to the touch.

As Kaylee walked around the desk, her hip brushed against one of the stuffed creatures and it fell to the floor with a soft thump. She bent over to pick it up and accidentally bumped into several binders on the shelf behind her, knocking them over. She put the squishy animal back on the desk and then turned to set the thick binders upright again. As she moved them aside, she noticed another item lying on the shelf behind them. She pulled the item forward into the light and realized it was another kind of book. It was connected by a cord to what she’d learned from one of the DIY books was a power source outlet. She opened the protective front cover and the screen came to life.

Kaylee touched the screen, since there didn’t seem to be an input device, and smiled when it opened to a main menu. It appeared to be a list of books, but the titles were a little different from what she’d seen before and some of the covers were rather explicit with half-naked women embracing on them. Some didn’t appear to be entirely human, with fangs or slitted yellow eyes.

She tapped one of the covers and began to read. Within a few pages, she felt herself blushing at the erotic description and figured out how to use the back button. She swiped down the list of covers and saw one that showed a grid of numbers with the 14 circled in red. She realized she’d just seen something like that a few minutes ago and looked up to find the same number grid hanging on the wall.

Her curiosity piqued, Kaylee tapped the cover and began reading the new book. The story ended after only a couple dozen screens and immediately went into another. She went back and found the table of contents and realized it was a compendium of short stories. It didn’t seem to be as explicit as the other book she’d started, so she continued reading where she’d left off.

As she read several more stories in the collection, she realized some were explicit, while others were more romantic, but they all centered around a romantic holiday called Valentine’s Day. The rituals didn’t seem all that different from her own people’s customs. The giving of gifts, having intimate meals alone together, and offering other tokens of love and commitment were mentioned over and over again. The characters also seemed to enjoy a very similar sexual contact to her own, though there was no mention of telepathic or empathic connections while making love.

Kaylee looked up at the number grid again, now recognizing it to be a calendar. The first day had a black X drawn through its box. That was easy enough to understand. That day had passed, which meant there were thirteen days left until Valentine’s. Judging by some of the intricate plans she’d read some couples went through for each other, that wasn’t a lot of time. But maybe she could do something a little more simple. There had been a lot of talk about boxes of chocolates, which seemed to be a type of sweet food, roses, which seemed to be a type of flowering plant, and dinner by candlelight. Oh, and a card, which seemed to be a special type of folded paper with an emotional sentiment written for one’s intended.

She would need to do more research, but this had been a good start.

Kaylee put the tablet back where she’d found it and left the office to return to the living room. She’d had enough of a break. It was time to get back to work. She curled up with the animals again and grabbed the dictionary. She opened up the book to where she’d left off on the words beginning with the letter G and continued her studies.





* * *

 





Agent Cross kept his head down as he trudged through the snow, cursing every step. As the sun had dipped below the horizon, the temperature had dropped. Then the wind had picked up, creating snow drifts that were nearly as tall as he was in some places, and the light snowfall that had floated down off and on all day had changed to a heavy flurry that seemed determined to push wet flakes into every crevice between his light jacket and skin. He shivered against his will and cringed, knowing it wouldn’t go unnoticed.

“Put your coat on,” Scott said behind him.

“I’m f-fine.”

“All right, that’s it.” Scott raised his voice to be heard by the rest of the people ahead of and behind him. “Time to call it a night. Everyone find a spot, pitch your tents, and get some rest. We’ll wait for this to blow over and start back up in the morning.”

Cross rounded on him.

“Hold on a minute. I’m in charge here and I’ll say when we—”

“You’re in charge of your people. I’m in charge of getting you all to your destination safely.” Scott moved closer and spoke lower. “Your heavy jacket doesn’t fit, does it? I swear, there’s always one in the bunch.” Scott went to his sled and pulled a coat from one of the bags lashed to it. “Here, before you freeze to death.”

Cross reluctantly pulled the thick jacket over his lighter one and instantly felt his cold muscles relax with the sudden warmth of the added insulation.

“I told you and your people to try your gear on for a reason. Each layer has a purpose and it has to be large enough to fit over the previous one.”

“Fine,” Cross said, mostly to shut the man up. “But I still don’t see why we have to stop. There’s plenty of light, even with the flurries.”

“It’s not the visibility, it’s the temp. That wind chill is going to suck the warmth right out of us. Besides, we’ve been at this going on nine hours and none of you are used to it. You need a rest.”

“We’ve been keeping up just fine. If you’re the one who needs a rest, just say so and you can catch up with us later.”

Scott barked out a laugh and shook his head.

“You wanna try to navigate this shit in the dark without me, be my guest. I’ll head back to my nice warm cabin and come back for your corpsicles in the spring. But right now, I’m going to go pitch my tent and get some sleep. If you’re still here in the morning, I’ll be happy to take you where you want to go. Otherwise, good luck.”

Cross watched the man pull several items off one of the sleds and take his dogs a dozen feet off the trail to set up his single-person tent.

“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath as he walked over to find his own gear and started untying the ropes holding his equipment in place.

The man was right as much as Cross hated to admit it. He was exhausted, and judging by the slow movements of his team, they probably were, too.

Cross finished tying down his tent and crawled inside to unroll his ground pad and sleeping bag. He set his watch for 5am and closed his eyes. They’d traversed more than half the distance to the crash site, so he was sure they’d arrive there sometime tomorrow.

Then the real fun would begin.













To Be Continued...

 





Please check https://www.kodiwolf.com/fiction/LightsOfLife/ for the latest updates.













What To Do Next

 





Thanks for joining Jess and Kaylee on their journey so far. There’s so much more to come. :)



While you wait, here’s what you can do next.



If you loved the story, please take a moment to send me a short review I can post on my site by going to my Contact page.



Or if you don’t want me to post your review, I would still love to hear from you. Any feedback (good or bad) would be greatly appreciated.



Want more stories involving lesbian science fiction?



Check out my original stories:

Prisoner of War

New Gaia




