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~PROLOGUE~

It had never really been a question who the dark-haired drowned woman in the hospital bed was. When Jurian had been told that he would lose his job, his family and quite possibly his life if he'd ever told anyone what duty he'd been assigned to, it had been enough to raise heavy suspicions. He'd seen all the news reports, heard all the stories. He had been watching those very feeds on his communicator in his bunk when they roused him.

"We got a nice case for you," his superior had said. "Level 9 classified, though. Are you up to it?"

Doctor Jurian Reest had clicked his communicator shut and had immediately known what it was all about. It all fit. The timing, the location, the secrecy... and now the woman, herself. Her face, even silent and blue-lipped and breathing so shallowly that he wondered if the equipment was malfunctioning by claiming that there was a respiration, had told the rest of the story.

One didn't rise high in the Service by asking questions, so Jurian just set to work.

Her wrists were a battlefield. He had no idea how she'd managed to slash her arms up that badly, but she'd hit her aorta in her right wrist and cut up some major arteries in the left. She was suffering from hypothermia, bloodloss, and he didn't give her much chance of survival. It was an amazing feat that they'd even managed to get her here before she'd passed away. And his orders had been to keep her alive, so that's exactly what he set out to do.

Oddly enough, she was dreaming while he was working on her. The drugs they'd given her kept her paralysed while he stitched her back together, but he could tell from the equipment. Once he had her properly sealed up again and he'd sent one of his assistants out to get him coffee and the other to see if the blood bags had arrived for the transfusion, he could finally start to see if she'd wake up from the narcosis at least enough to enter a natural state of sleep. By then he was fairly confident that she'd pull through. Her life signs had not deteriorated, and the dreaming told him that she had a strong, active mind that would pull her through. The activity in her body was a very good sign.

He'd hardly adjusted the IV drip when she started shivering and twitching. It took him somewhat by surprise. She had been more than half-drowned and half-dead with hypothermia and blood loss when she'd been brought in, and already she was this close to waking? He had only seen this kind of case once before; years ago, when a young man had been brought in- he'd been in a car accident and his fiancée had died, but he didn't know that yet. Worry over his love had made him wake up much sooner than he had any right to.

And now this young woman was doing the same. She was coming to quicker than she was expected to. She was dreaming heavily, perhaps experiencing nightmares. And if Jurian had been a half-wit and unaware of who she was at this point, then this would have really sealed it for him. The young, dark-haired woman with the stitches in her arms was whispering a name that had shaken the foundations of the nation, shaken them to their core.

"Seamon," the young woman whispered, caught in her nightmares. "Seamon..."

It was the name of the most sought-after terrorist at this moment, who had been caught on-camera with the strongest energy amplifier known to man in his hands, threatening to blow up half of Delgado if he didn't get what he wanted. It was also the name of this young woman's brother.

Jurian stared down at the unconscious woman on his operation table and wondered if the nation of Parsia wouldn't be better off if he grabbed a pillow and smothered her right here and now. He had seen the news reports on his communicator; Harting's daughter had claimed that the woman whose life he'd just saved had tried to run off with the amplifier her brother had threatened the capital with previously. It had been a nasty scene on the shore of Lake Mentorna.

There had been hostages, power struggles with the police. There had been twists and turns and variables the police had not counted upon when they struck a bargain with Seamon Lentan and his sister. It should have delivered them the Lentagon, the energy amplifier that in the wrong hands could be a weapon to be reckoned with. Everyone in Parsia remembered the day of the Lentagon Tragedy. In the end, the bargain had delivered them nothing but for a threat against the nation: Seamon Lentan had escaped with the Lentagon, the daughter of Senator Victor Harting and a red-haired army deserter named Valeria or somesuch, leaving his sister for dead in the cold waters of Lake Mentorna, to be picked up by the police.

The tables had completely turned. Two years ago, his sister had run off with the Lentagon, leaving Seamon in the hands of the police. Jurian looked down on the shivering woman on his operation table and wondered if Sirka Lentan could appreciate the ink black irony of the situation she'd gotten tangled up in.

He wondered what they'd do with her, once she had stabilized enough to slap crystal on her wrists again. Chaining up her abilities was one thing, but what then? She obviously was a loose cannon. What good would it be to keep her alive? He'd had to sign clearance papers for Level 9 classification and beyond that, he'd been instructed to keep his mouth shut about her no less than five times by not only his superior, but also by the superior of his superior. He'd been in on heavily classified deals before ... it was for good reason that they had asked for his services again tonight ... but he had never been on such a deal such as this one. And the secrecy had never been as tight or as heavy as this, either. He'd had to work with only two assistants, both among the most trustworthy and stress-resistant and with the cleanest slates that were to be found around the compounds of the Service. 

They had lifted him straight from his bunk and had escorted him to the medical facility without any interference, without any communication. Would they let him go just like that, too? Heavens, would they let him go /at all/? He'd heard of stories of colleagues who were never seen again, colleagues who were relocated to facilities that broke off all contact with their families and their normal lives. Facilities under sea-level, or facilities halfway around the world where the satellites only allowed for government-controlled contact once a week. It could happen. It was in the contract of every member of the Service. The question was... would they?

"I hope you're worth the trouble, missy," he muttered.

By then, his assistants arrived with blood and coffee. He hooked his patient up for transfusion and allowed himself a moment for hot coffee, while he watched his patient's life signs stabilize further until he could officially go out and tell his superiors that his patient would be stable for the night and that he'd check upon her in the morning. He was exhausted; the hour was nearing 0400 and he had not slept yet.

Jurian Reest nipped from his steaming hot coffee and watched Parsia's greatest secret lie dreaming.

He frowned. Judging from her track record, her affiliation and the things she had done, he did not think she was worth the trouble she brought to the great nation of Parsia. She was a bloody terrorist. Of course she was trouble.

He hoped she had nightmares. Ghastly ones.

CHAPTER 1: GRASS DREAMS

/In the dream, she is dying.

She can feel the light and the life leaving her body, leaving a shell behind. Slowly and bit by bit, life is fading and it's replaced by emptiness, by something that used to be her body and is now but a lifeless husk. And in the dream that is okay. She is old, she's had a long and fruitful life, and all the problems in her life had worked themselves out eventually. There have been children, children's children, laughter and tears, dreams fulfilled and unfulfilled... it is enough. It is okay.

Life was more painful than death, in those past two years. The illness has been wasting her away, rendering her permanently in bed now. Her love is still beautiful and vital as ever, if not old. She's seen the pain in his eyes as he sat at her bedside. She's seen his sadness that she is leaving and shared in his heartbreak over their separation. “We will be together soon,” she promises him with the few breaths that are remaining her.

“I will miss you,” he says. He is holding her hand but she can't feel it anymore- her body is numbing inch by inch. “I love you,” she tells him, and when he tells her likewise she can finally relax. She can finally let go. It is a sigh, a feeling of sweet, sweet surrender. It is relaxing more than she ever has before, sinking into the pillows and the blankets, her body letting go of her...

There is a feeling of /transition/, that's the only way she can describe it. It is more sensory than it is reality, in the way dreams are sometimes. There's just an encompassing feeling of transition and then...

And then there is /consciousness/.

She opens her eyes and finds herself in a blue shady environment. Where she is exactly is, is irrelevant. She know where she's supposed to be, and that's not here. She is now in-between where she left and where she has to be. During transition, something has happened.

And she knows just what had happened.

She isn't alone.

Here in the nothingness between the planes of reality, there is someone else. She has been dragged here at the moment of her passing, and she knows who did it.

“You.”

A young woman, dark-haired with blood dripping down her arms, staining her face. Her eyes are a fiery dark inferno, and when she speaks, it sounds inhuman and rasping. “I've been waiting for you, Joy.”

Sirka.

Right here, right now, between two worlds. Waiting for her... and there is so much hate.../

...And Joy Harting woke up gasping.

She clutched at the sheets pooling around her naked body as if she were drowning, as if they could save her. Her heart thundered in her chest as she tried to shake off the horrible, horrible images. This was the third time in a week that she'd dreamed of Sirka.

If she didn't know any better, then she'd think that her subconscious was trying to tell her something – like way back when, when she had grass dreams. Shuddering, she buried her face in her hands and wished desperately that her bed wasn't empty, that she had someone to call, someone to talk to. Just somebody, anybody, to tell her that it was just a dream, just some post-traumatic stress or something along those lines.

No premonitions. The time for premonitions was over and done with.

It would have been just so nice if someone could have told her that. Yet she would not be allowed to see Seamon until next week, and God knew what Valeria had been doing in the past months. And Brenya... she had not seen her best friend since she had left town to hitch hike, all those months ago. She missed her friend fiercely. Just to have someone to talk to. Shit, she couldn't even go online and connect with her friends over the netlink. Her communicator had been crippled in both verbal and online communications.

So on this early morning she was alone with her rampant imagination and the fading after-images of what she hoped so fiercely wasn't a premonition of sorts. She raked her hands through her hair and checked her alarm clock to see what time it was. 6:15. She might as well get up; when she was shivering that uncontrollably chances were small that she'd ever get back to sleep again. Besides, the idea that she might sink back into that nightmare was far from appealing.

She turned on all the lights in the house and turned on the radio on its maximum volume as she showered. Singing along on top of her lungs, she tried not to think. She tried to and failed. Every time she let her thoughts free from her iron grip, she relived the images again. Sirka, glowing with red-hot energy and hatred. Shit, there was so much /hatred/ there. That was the thing that unsettled her the most.

If Sirka had died, would she indeed be waiting? Would her hatred keep her between worlds, like a ghost? Would she truly want revenge? Those were thoughts better left unpondered, Seamon would say. And he would be right, dammit.

Joy made herself breakfast and went on about chores in the house. Later this morning she would get to study her Jedian grammar and order groceries, but for now she was just chewing on her buttered toast and checking out the news items. The news program glowing under the glass plate of her dinner table was Parsian, but she had taken care to program Jedian subtitles, so she could learn more words that way.

Parsia was quiet; it was just the regular news. Her father had stepped down as a senator right after the Lentagon had been stolen, in a large part because of her actions in that situation. The other reason was that  the Pirman party was growing in influence and there had been a Pirman-senator chosen by the inhabitants of Parsia. There had been some unrest right after the elections, mostly fuelled by people who protested against the attitude against adepts that most Pirmans seemed to have. However, the new senator had smoothed that down and seemed to be a fairly decent chap for a Pirman. Joy didn't quite trust Nathan Wardath, but perhaps that was because of her natural prejudices against Pirmans.

So after the ripples they'd created in the pond that was Parsia had run their course, the pond was smooth again and whatever might be stirring under the waters was not reaching the news, as usual. Sitting here in her beach house in Jediah, Joy could not tell whether the quiet in her birth country was a good thing or not.

In Jediah, things were different. Since they'd been picked up by the Jedian army after they destroyed the Lentagon, Joy had lived separated from the others. They let her spend time with Seamon one night every two weeks, but it was not enough. He and Valeria were both working on top-secret projects within the Jedian army. She knew that Seamon's project had to do with crystal amplifiers (he bitched about it often enough), but she didn't know what Valeria was doing. She had not seen Val since they were taken. For all she knew Valeria could be dead and buried. It's not as if anyone would tell her.

She was kept here as a leverage; both for Seamon and the nation of Parsia. She had the beach house full of luxury, gorgeous sunsets at night, her communicator and the news feeds – but she was not allowed to leave or contact anybody. Sometimes she felt as if the house arrest was choking her slowly and she would go crazy with cabin fever. And on top of that no one was to talk to her, no one was to give her any information. Everything was censored, everything was crippled to make sure that she would not leave.

And there was the matter of the tracer. Periodically, she'd get injected with some sort of fluid that would make her traceable. If she would escape, they would find her. And then she wouldn't just pay, but also everyone she held dear. Seamon and Valeria here in Jediah, her father and Brenya back in Delgado, Parsia.

Joy, frightened witless, did as she was told.

Seamon had bid her to wait. “If I only still had the Lentagon,” he had said on a moment they hoped they were not monitored, “then I could do something against them. As it is, we've both been tagged and I can only Port small distances. They'd track us down and find us, and then people would start dying. I need an amplifier. So I'm going to agree to do that project. I suck at this kind of thing; Sirka was always the engineer and the genius, I was just the powerhouse. But I've heard theories, I'm smart, I can do this. I'll build them an amplifier. Because /I/ want it.”

Joy went about her days, waiting desperately for the stolen hours she had with Seamon. She finished her Master's Degree in Art History and studied on her atrophied Jedian grammar. But mostly, she longed. And there was the small matter of nightmares. She had lost over ten pounds since she'd run away from home.

Yet regardless of how she felt, the situation seemed to have reached a status quo; until things would start happening again, this was the way it was and there was nothing she could change about that. The initial rage over her situation had passed by now, all there was left was a dull sense of resentment.

Breakfast and news check finished and freshly dressed in cut-off jeans and a t-shirt, she opened up her files on Jedian grammar and set to work. By now the sun was brightly shining into her kitchen and she could hear the sound of gulls in the distance. It was going to be a lovely day once again. Joy pored over her studies, wiping her darkblond hair out of her face whenever it tickled her. Another quiet morning. It should have been enough to soothe her ragged nerves.

But then the doorbell rang.

The doorbell /never/ rang. Nobody was allowed to visit her.

Joy jumped off her chair in shock and pressed her hands against her breasts in a futile attempt to calm down her wildly beating heart. Gooseflesh stood on her arms and adrenaline was pushing through her veins. /Well, and here I thought I'd calmed down.../ she thought tartly. Stupid, how her senses could be so messed up from a simple dream. It was as if all her senses had been suddenly switched to 'high alert' all at once.

And why? Life was as quiet as it could be, regarding the circumstances.

Still, according to her senses and her instincts, there was something horribly wrong.

Perhaps it was Seamon. Perhaps something had gone wrong during his experiments.

Perhaps there was something with Valeria.

Perhaps...

She nearly ran to the door, opening it wide before even checking through the spy glass who was waiting on the other side.

And there, outlined in the bright sunlight...

“You,” was all she could stammer out, in a horrifying parallel to what she'd dreamed this morning. “I dreamed of you...”

There was no blood running down her arms, but instead there were silver-and-metal bonds chaining her wrists and scars as angry and red as blood. And in her hands she was holding a plasma gun, pointing it at Joy's chest. “Hi,” Sirka Lentan said, her eyes sparkling with dangerous mirth. “I believe we have some unfinished business, you and I.”

**

CHAPTER 2: LIFE IN JEDIAH

The early morning found Valeria de la Meray sitting in a cab with a pounding headache. She needed to talk to someone. She /really/ needed to talk to someone. She squeezed her eyes shut against the bright morning sunlight, ignoring the Backo cityscapes. Her thoughts were rattling in her head like marbles in a case; clattering against all that had been standing there, round and round in circles, destroying everything in their wake until there was nothing left save for those few choice thoughts, those few realizations.

Chief among them was that she needed to talk to someone very badly. And most importantly, she needed to talk to someone who spoke Parsian but who would not judge her too harshly. That left but one person on this godforsaken slab of land, and Valeria was making her way there right now. She would have to walk the last bit, because she didn't want the cab driver to know where she'd be going. He was too bloody suspicious over her obvious non-Jedian nationality anyway, and they'd be watching where she was going. She wasn't about to make herself /that/ traceable. Bad enough that they'd drag her away as soon as they noticed that she had skipped work – she needed just half an hour on the veranda of the only other Parsian girl here on this continent. If she wouldn't, she'd surely go mad.

She had woken up this morning with a feeling as if everything was wrong somehow. Lost in sweaty sheets, feet tangled in the mosquito net, she had been gasping and shivering as if she'd just awakened from a nightmare that she could not remember. She felt out of sorts, and for Valeria that was one of the worst things that could happen to her. She /never/ felt out of sorts. The last time she'd felt out of sorts was the morning that Paulo died – a year ago now. To feel like that again meant that her instincts were telling her that a storm was brewing.

Perhaps this morning was a culmination of everything that had been wrong this week, she'd thought. All week long she'd been messing up all over the place. She'd bumped into things, she'd made mistakes. She'd been distracted and unable to concentrate and it had driven her up the walls.

She'd just been messed up over... other things. Hormones, unease. Post-traumatic stress, four months delayed. Whatever. Her body hadn't felt right to her.

That was what she'd thought, and then her colleague had made a funny remark that had shattered her world. It nauseated her still to just think of it. Especially because her damn colleague had been right.

How the hell would she deal with this? She needed to talk to someone.

“We're here, miss,” the cab driver told her, braking rather abruptly on a deserted boulevard. In the distance, the ocean glittered in the sunlight.

Valeria nodded and tipped the cabbie heavily. “I was never here,” she told him. “If they do find me because of you, I'll be sure to drop by and break your legs. Okay?” Never mind that she'd been tagged, that if they wanted, they could find her in a heartbeat. Sometimes she liked to lie to herself.

“Okay.”

She stepped out of the car and onto the boulevard. The ocean was quiet today, she noticed. There hardly was a surf, so there weren't many ships on the water. No yachts or sailboats polluted the horizon. There was just a line of blue that seemed to stretch on forever. Valeria allowed herself a moment to gaze over the wide view and felt a pang of jealousy that she could not live here, on the beach. She'd lived on the shore of the ocean all her life and she missed the water fiercely. Not the blue; she was fine with never having to dive again, but just to live on the shore again... that would be marvellous.

Valeria walked the deserted boulevard on a leisurely pace. The stalls were all closed, which was a pity because she wouldn't have minded to grab a bite of fried cod for breakfast. Lately she'd had the oddest craving for fish-- which in hindsight, might not have been that weird after all. Valeria balled her fists at that thought for a moment and then kept walking. It was still a good half hour walk to the beach house where Joy was residing.

They'd kept her locked in there, tagged to trace her. She was allowed to go out and about on the beach, but it was highly discouraged. Seamon had told Valeria that Joy was not dealing well with her captivity, mostly because she didn't have anything useful to /do/. “We're working hard, making twelve to sixteen hour days, so we don't have time to dwell on things. But she is just sitting around, waiting to be used against us, or against her family back home. That knowledge would be enough to drive anyone up the walls, I think.”

/Whatever, tough shit./ Valeria kicked against a pile of sand. /We all have our own problems; neither of us got a great deal when we got nicked by the Jedian government with the option to either work for them or die./ At least one of her co-workers had been a hot guy. Which had been where most of /her/ problems had originated. Ramon had been one hell of a colleague. He was incredibly hot, reminded her frighteningly of Paulo, and she'd hated his guts. Even looking at him ignited a red-hot anger. She had not been able to act civil to him at all – until the night that he'd opened a bottle of hard liquor after work. And then she'd shouted obscenities at him, they'd argued, she'd told him that she hated him... and they'd ended up in bed together.

She still wasn't sure how this could have happened, but that was just the way it'd went. She still hated his guts. He was arrogant, intolerable. There was nothing nice about him – he had nothing going for him except for his physique and his intellect. In the way of social behaviour he was such an asshole that she'd nearly gouged his eyes out with the crystal shards she'd been working with at least twice.

Valeria stuffed her hands in the pockets of her jeans and stared at her slippers as she trod over the quiet beach. The breeze was playing through her shoulder-length russet hair. She'd let it grow out now. In the beginning it had been a statement against her captivity, but in the past few months it'd simply been laziness. She'd come to terms with working for the Jedian government, mostly. She was morally ambiguous enough to know that Parsia was just as busy with a possible race to war as Jediah was. Neither country was much better where it came to politics. What did it matter in which one she'd been born? Every country was a shit hole, she'd decided a long time ago.

The only thing that made a difference was that her parents lived near one of Parsia's largest military bases. And with the offensive devices she was currently being set to work on, that was not a comforting thought.

Her thoughts wandered back to Ramon again, wondering what he would say if he knew. He was wondering what the hell she was supposed to do with the current situation. She didn't know yet how to solve it, simply because it had been something she had not been counting on, not even in her wildest dreams. She had been so singularly focused on her captivity and the need to accomplish out here. Accomplishment meant life here. She didn't think that the Jedian government would simply kill her if she'd outlived her need, but Valeria knew enough about them to know that it wasn't something she could count on. On the other hand; too many people knew already that she was here. Seamon had been kept a heavier secret, and she didn't think that people knew about Joy, either. But then again, Seamon had been a terrorist and Joy the daughter of the ex-senator of Delgado.

She was just a deserter of the Parsian army. Was it such a strange thing that she'd come out here, to the Jedian people? Probably not. And so this was her freedom. She could go about the city, if she had the time. She could see the ocean sometimes. Seamon was the most confined out of all three of them, and he was the one they pressured the most to accomplish things.

They wanted him to re-create the Lentagon, not realizing or believing that he'd never had a hand in the creation of the first one. It had been his parents and his sister who had created the energy amplifier, he had been too young to be allowed to participate. And he never had the scientific mind that his sister possessed. He'd been more of an instinctive user, figuring things out on the fly. He was a generalist, while his sister worked out the processes based on theory and reasoning. If the Jedians wanted an adept scientist, they should have saved Sirka Lentan's life and enlisted her.

Joy had put an end to that, though.

Valeria looked up and found that she was nearing the beach house where Joy lived. She smiled a bit, wondering if the younger girl would be surprised by her visit. She had not contacted her former partner in crime in the whole time they'd been here. She'd been busy, sure, but she simply had not known what to say to Joy. At first it had been a healing process, mostly – after everything that had happened she'd needed some time for herself to get used to the new situation and to just process how she'd gotten herself into this bind. It had taken a lot of accepting to get to this point. And apart from that, the Jedians worked her to the bone, demanding that she'd deliver. She delivered, but it left preciously little time for surprise visits.

Today she'd found a reason to visit; a terribly important one. It was one that she thought Joy would understand, somehow. At least, she hoped it would be so.

Looking up, she suddenly saw the tell-tale gleam of energy that indicated an opening Port – and it was on the pier near Joy's house. It was a sharp flash of energy and the feeling of reality being /twisted/ that gave it away. In all those years she'd never been able to name the exact feeling, but it had always been something so completely unique that no other feeling could be compared.

She could feel it as clearly as she could see it.

It was most definitely a Port, and it was near Joy's house.

Valeria's heart skipped a beat. One missed heartbeat, two.

Then she kicked off her slippers and began to run over the beach, sand warm against the soles of her feet.

Whatever the reason was for a Port out there, it couldn't be good.

She hoped she wasn't too late.

***

Seamon Lentan had been scribbling equations on a coaster in the cantina of the research facility where he worked. On the table sat also a super sized carton of coffee, long since gone cold, and a steadily growing pile of coasters that featured his handwriting. He was getting the hang of the equations that had to do with crystal, of how they could store energy, but he was still completely in the dark on how to amplify it. Oh, he'd read his literature, he'd heard his family argue about theories, but he needed to /understand/ how it worked before he could recreate it. And while he'd been good at math, he'd just never been the genius that his father was. Or either of his sisters, for that matter.

The morning light was illuminating the empty cantina. Dust particles floated in slants of sunlight, undisturbed by any motion but the slight breeze from the opened windows. The only other motion was the flickering screen in the back of the room, where music videos were playing without sound. Everyone had finished up their breakfast and gone to work already, but Seamon had found that in the mornings, the cantina was a great place to do some actual theorizing. The afternoon he usually used for practice with lab partners, but in the morning he needed his wits about. He needed peace and quiet while he worked. And while they had provided him with a separate workspace which he could occupy when needed, Seamon simply felt better in the cantina. It reminded him of his time in high school, where he'd been doing his homework during lunch breaks; in those few months before his parents died.

Seamon rubbed his forehead, where a headache was starting to form. He sighed and produced a strip of painkillers from his bags, taking two of them with a healthy swallow of his cold coffee. “Ew.” He shivered against the slightly bitter taste in the back of his throat, and then turned back to his equations. It was only naturally that he was headachy. He had hardly slept for the past two days. Especially last night he had woken up frequently from deep and light slumbers alike. And every time, he'd had the feeling that he was being hunted, as if something had been creeping up on him and he couldn't see it, couldn't feel it.

It had to do with his paranoia of being tagged, of course. He'd been having those moments more often lately, that he wanted to scratch at his veins until the tag fluid would come out. It didn't make much sense, but the feeling that he was watched from the inside of his own body was driving him up the walls. He didn't have all that good a track record with imprisonment anyway, and the memory of chains was something that still haunted his nightmares once in a while. At least they had not chained him up this time; they figured that he needed his abilities to the fullest to do his work.

It was something that Seamon was absurdly grateful for, although he'd never let it show. The mere thought of that metal-and-crystal fusion around his wrists again kept him awake at nights. To the Jedian officials, he was surly while he did his work – but he did it to the best of his ability. His true anger and his true fear was something he didn't show to anyone, not even to Joy. It wasn't something he wanted to admit to himself, and least of all to any other living soul. She'd asked him though; on one of their too infrequent nights together. He'd been unable to sleep for a long time after their lovemaking. He'd held her in his arms, stroking her dark blond hair and staring at the scars around his wrists. The blisters and gashes had healed badly; there was a lot of wild flesh and discolourations where smooth skin had been before. His under arms looked ugly and repulsive to him. Joy had never shown any sign of that, however. She had laid snuggled up under those arms many a time – not many enough. But still.

He had remembered the feeling of those bonds. The cold metal and the shimmering crystal, sealing up part of him and keeping it out of reach until he felt numb, incomplete. He would have suffered aneurysms a hundred times sooner than being chained up like that; the phantom pain of his absent abilities was maddening.

He had walked onto the balcony and watched the half-moon shimmer on the quiet ocean. He had no idea how long he'd stood there, but at some point Joy's sleepy voice had sounded: “Sweetie? What's keeping you up?”

“Just can't sleep,” he'd said, not turning his eyes away from the ocean.

“Come back to bed,” she'd suggested, but he had told her gently to go back to sleep, and he had remained on the balcony for the rest of the night. The night breeze had been balmy and in the moonlight, his scars had not looked as angry red.

Today in the morning sunlight, he was not thinking about his bonds. The memory of metal-and-crystal fusions was something for night time. The day was used for the math of crystal and energy concepts, and the knowledge that he had to deliver, or he would suffer the consequences. Or perhaps not him, but Joy, or his sister back home in Parsia. They would find out how to hurt him the most, and do exactly that. He knew; he'd grown up listening to stories about Jediah's guerilla tactics during the war. The Jedians fought with all they had, they fought /mean/. He'd heard the stories of what they were capable of, and he just didn't want to run the risk. His family had suffered enough in their lives just because they were associated with him, he wasn't about to add another notch in the tally stick of his guilt towards Mirella.

And Joy... what was there to say about Joy? He cared for her, he truly did. He thought that he was even growing to love her. She was trying her hardest in this situation, where she was the most idle and helpless of all of them. She clung to him and he let her, because he needed her, and he needed it that she needed him. She was there, she was cute and funny and smart, she was Parsian, and right now he didn't want to be with anyone else. When he was with her, he felt as safe and as home as he could be considering the circumstances. Was that love?

All he knew was that he didn't want her to get hurt, and he worked himself to the bone to prevent that from happening. And that was why he was making these damn equations. Bound not by crystal but by love, this time. If it was love, and not duty or guilt. At least these bonds were a bit easier to wear.

His communicator's alerting beep sounded shrill in the silence.

/Incoming call,/ the screen flashed, and beneath it, /Valeria/.

Seamon blinked. He had not heard from Val in weeks. She'd been scarcely in touch in the past weeks, and the only times he'd seen her it had been research related. They'd talked crystal and compartments and energy storage together. Sometimes Valeria had asked how Joy was doing, but she'd never gone to see either of them outside the research facility. She seemed distant, jitterish. Ever since the whole thing had gone down four months ago and they'd found themselves in this situation, he had hardly been in touch with Valeria. How well did he know her anyway? What did she want?

/Incoming call,/ the screen flashed again. /URGENT/

She had hit the urgent button on her communicator as she searched for connection. That indicated all sorts of bad things that resonated with his nightmares of this morning. Instantly, he was alert again; awake in that way that he only was in emergency situations. Adrenaline was jolting through his body, every nerve end tingling. He didn't hesitate, but he picked up. “Yes?” he asked.

Valeria's voice, panting. It sounded as if she was running. “You should come home. NOW.”

A click, and a dialtone. Valeria had disconnected.

Seamon didn't waste any time. He thought of the government officials telling him that if he would Port, he would be shot on sight, no questions asked. He was allowed to be an adept because they needed his skill, but to Port would mean certain death. With the tag fluid in his system, they would hunt him down like a dog and it would simply be over.

/You should come home. NOW./

Home was the beach house, not Parsia. Valeria had been there, it had been urgent, and he remembered that tone of voice. He had heard her use it only once before – that tension underneath her normally so casual Costan drawl. And that one time had been on a dusty deserted Jedian highway, as they were neutralizing the most powerful energy amplifier known to man.

This was no test, this was no joke. Something was horribly wrong at the beach house, and while he had the ability and the strength to tear Reality up in such a way that he could simply Port out there to check it out, he couldn't run the risk of being shot after they'd solved whatever crisis was happening over there. Right?

He reached out to Joy, trying to feel her and Valeria to the south west of him. It was a sea of abilities around him, and it was hard to make out Joy's signature ability because she was below averagely talented. Valeria however, shone like a beacon. He would have been able to find her instantly, if he had not been distracted by that other person who was with them. Someone strong. Someone as adept as he was.

And Seamon could count the amount of adepts that shared roughly the same amount of his strength on one hand. One finger, even. And that one person in the world was his sister Sirka. He'd boasted that he could find her anywhere, feel her everywhere. And this person /felt/ like Sirka.

But Sirka was dead. Wasn't she? She had died in glacier waters of Lake Mentorna four months ago. Hadn't she?

Seamon was running outside before he even realized what he was doing. He needed a taxi to the beach house. Jediah government and their rules be damned. Something was horribly wrong right now.

And time was ticking away.

CHAPTER 3: TIME FOR PLAN B

Glaring sunlight, the salty scent of the sea, and a gun in the hands of someone who was supposed to be dead. Someone very angry. Unfinished business indeed...

/Oh shit./

“I can explain everything,” Joy blurted out, raising her hands in surrender. “Please!” She wanted to say more, but the words stuck in her throat. Instead, she just took a step back and sucked in a shuddering breath of which she hoped it wouldn't be her last. She had dreamed a confrontation, she'd had nightmares about it. But /never/ had she expected this! The sheer shock of what was happening was drowning out the fear that she should be feeling. It was all she could do not to sag through her knees and faint.

The dead woman on her porch ticked off the safety of her gun and shrugged. “What is there to explain? You left me to die.”

Her heart was thundering in her throat as she remembered blood of self-inflicted injuries splattering on the floor of the boat, and Sirka's breathless laughter ringing over the water. Of course she had pushed. What was there to explain? “I'm sorry,” she offered, even though she was not sorry at all. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

Sirka didn't say anything for a few heartbeats. She just glared. Her eyes were as dark as Joy remembered them. The only difference was that this time, there was no complete abandon, no emptiness. There was intelligence and malice sparkling in those eyes. And that set of her jaw, that frown... Sirka looked like her brother on a very bad day. They had that same edge. “A good idea,” she said bitterly.

“You set yourself up to die, I had nothing to do with that.” It sounded so reasonable when she said it out loud; nothing like the nightmares she'd suffered from. “I just fled, and left you for the authorities.”

Sirka's finger was caressing the trigger of the plasma gun. One twitch, and it would be all over. Just the tiniest of motions. The whole world narrowed down to that motion, to that gun, and those angry fingers. “You ran off with what kept me alive at that point! You knew what was happening to me!”

“Don't be a hypocrite, Sirka,” a new voice said.

They both swivelled to see what newcomer had spoken, even though Joy would recognize that voice anywhere.

Valeria de la Meray was approaching them; she was walking barefoot on the sand and smirked at Sirka. “You did the same to your brother way back when. He spent two years in prison because of it. Would you now accuse Joy of doing the same?”

“I should kill you both for the hell of it,” Sirka said darkly, turning to point the gun at Valeria. There were so many things she did not say, so many feelings unspoken, but Joy could feel it nonetheless. It was all around them, crackling in the air.

Valeria shook her head slowly, red-brown hair dancing on her tanned shoulders. “No, you shouldn't. I don't think you're in a position to do much killing.”

/Click/. Joy closed her eyes for the plasma bullet that would never come.

One click was all that it took. Just a minor manipulation.

Valeria, blessed her heart for showing up unannounced today of all days, did not have her abilities chained away. She was an adept, brimming with her own potential. It was the easiest thing in the world for her to do this.

“I just disabled your gun, and the Parsian government has disabled you,” Valeria said, indicating at the metal-and-crystal around Sirka's wrists. “So what are you doing here, Sirka?”

Hands clenched around the now useless gun. Joy could see Sirka's knuckles whiten. “You shouldn't have been here.”

Valeria shrugged good-naturedly. “Neither should you.” She crossed her arms and leaned seemingly comfortably against the gate of Joy's porch. “You haven't answered my question, though. What are you here for?”

“I wanted to beat the snot out of /her/,” said Sirka Lentan with more than a hint of vehemence at Joy. She was facing in the other direction, but Joy could feel keenly how angry she was. She was /worse/ than Seamon on a bad day. Much worse. “Drown her in the ocean a little so she would know what it is like. Just to settle a score. Just to feel better.”

She wanted to laugh, she wanted to say that the push into the lake back then was the least thing that Joy had wanted to do to her that night. After Sirka had threatened with drowning and death, after she'd dunked Joy in the glacier lake herself – who was keeping track anyway? Sirka had been teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown and Joy herself had been strung up with sheer terror. /People do strange things when they're fighting for survival and power,/ Joy wanted to say, but all she could think of was Sirka's laughter that had been full of relief and despair. And how the blood had... gushed...

“How the hell are you alive anyway?” Joy burst out, balling her fists.

“I was lucky,” Sirka spat. “And they decided I was more useful to them alive than dead.” She tossed the gun away into the rosebushes without a second look. “How about you?”

“Same as you,” said Joy. She felt more bewildered by the minute. “We got snatched up by the Jedian government while we were bleeding and concussed. Sound familiar to you?”

Sirka nodded. “Pretty much. So, now it seems that I won't kill you after all, can I come in?”

“Sure, whatever.” The words had left her lips before she knew it. She stepped to the side to let Sirka through – to let her would-be killer walk into the beach house that she shared with Seamon sometimes. Her prison, her place of captivity. She thought of the Jedians with their spy software and their camera's and wondered how long it would take before they'd show up on her doorstep. With Valeria here unannounced and converging with Sirka Lentan – it would pique their interest, to say the least.

She was just turning to Valeria with the full intention to gesture her to come in, when light suddenly flashed and pain exploded in her face. A fist had collided with her nose, and she had not seen it coming. Fool her. She fell backwards with her head against the door frame, but she regained herself quickly enough. Cupping her bleeding nose in her hands, she looked up at Sirka. “What the hell was /that/ for?”

Sirka just laughed as she walked into the shade of Joy's house.

Valeria walked up to Joy and shrugged. “You should've seen that coming.” She raised Joy's chin with her hand and checked her face. Joy could feel hot blood trickle, staining Valeria's fingers.

“You've let your hair grow,” she noted asininely.

“Yeah. You like it?” Valeria's eyes seemed greener, now that she was tanned. She had never been very pale, not even in the time Joy had spent with her back when, but she seemed to fare well under the Jedian sun. She looked great. “Your nose looks as if it's not broken, just put some ice on it and you'll be fine.”

“Okay,” Joy said. She walked inside and rummaged around the fridge, not looking at the dark-haired woman who was sitting at her kitchen table. Sirka was following her every movement. It was... unnerving, to say the least. She iced her nose and thankfully enough, the bleeding stopped quickly. She just kept her icepack to her nose to make sure it wouldn't swell too much. She finally sat down at the kitchen table across from the other two, setting two cans of soft drink before them. “So,” she said awkwardly. “Sirka, are you done with your murderous and violent intent for today?”

Sirka nodded. “I suppose.” She still looked angry and dangerous. Joy was very, very glad that Valeria was here with her. She'd forgotten what it was like to be completely helpless. Sirka Lentan might be missing her talents and her aptitude, she definitely knew how to pack a punch. Joy vowed silently not to turn her back on her boyfriend's sister. Ever.

“So I suppose the Jedian army will be showing up here any minute,” Joy started. “They have me watched and guarded, but I suppose you knew that already. Why did you come here, Sirka? If they capture you, you'll be either shot or drafted like we were.”

“Parsia might be coming after me,” Sirka said, sipping from her drink. “They also might not – not in full force at least. Maybe some secret mission or something. They can't afford to let it be known that I've escaped; I've officially died after the debacle in Mentorn; bled to death in the lake.” Her eyes narrowed for a moment as they focused on Joy. “As you intended to.”

“All I intended was to get out alive.”

“Whatever.”

Valeria crossed her arms. “It's going to be a nice little convergence here on the beach, then. Fun and games, just like old times. Was that your intention, Sirka?”

“Not really.” She took another healthy swallow of her drink. “I'm not here for you or Joy, although violence seemed like a sweet plan. You're just means to an end.”

“How did you find us?” Joy asked.

Sirka shrugged. “Jediah and Parsia are more alike than you think. I'm being used like you're being used, and the biggest research facilities are right here in Backo. So I figured you and Valeria would be here. They weren't hiding it very much, because really, it isn't as if Parsia would come waltzing in and snatch you up. So it was just a matter of finding out where they kept you, and from there on I'd find my brother. All it took was some time at my commdesk, some thorough searches, and here I am.”

“So now you're a hacker too?” Joy asked incredulously.

Sirka shrugged. “All the information is out there if you know where to look. I used to steal loads of information from rivalling universities when I was working on my own research. Dad only encouraged me in it, he said that no researcher should have to re-invent the wheel all over again. And people don't know how to password protect their stuff when they share it with their fellows. I just use it.”

“Even the government?!”

“Especially the government. Jedian's encryption sucks. I don't get why Parsia hasn't been able to crack through it so far.” Sirka grinned. “Although I have to admit that I've been lucky in some regards. And then there was this Port that they let me work on. I wasn't making any real progress with my normal project that week, so they asked me to help out with this malfunctioning Port they'd been working on. It was the illegal Port I worked with in Zyx a few years prior, how's that for coincidence?”

Valeria arched an eyebrow. “You worked in Zyx?”

“Only for a couple of months, before the pull of the Lentagon coaxed me back to Mentorn again. It was relatively safe, there.” Sirka shrugged. “Working on the Port, I got it fixed again pretty easily. And then all I had to do was flee through the Port during the test run. I might not be able to access my talents, but I sure know how to manipulate existing Port energy.”

“You would,” Valeria murmured.

“It doesn't answer why you got here, though,” said Joy. Was Jediah picking up on this whole conversation, she wondered. And if so, what were they making of it? What conclusions were they drawing and what plans were set in motion?

Another shrug. “As I said, I'm looking for my brother.”

Valeria smiled her lazy smile. “It's your bonds, isn't it? You need an adept strong enough to break them, and the government won't do it for you.”

“I could have gone to the Young Radicals, or what's left of them. I still have ties there.”

“But it made more sense to come here,” Joy understood. She understood a lot, all of a sudden. Everything was coming full circle now. The bonds, the payback, the plasma gun, the government pursuit. She wanted to laugh, but found that she couldn't. “Valeria would be able to downgrade your bonds, Seamon could break them.”

Sirka's eyes widened at that. “He /is/ here, isn't he?” she asked breathless.

Before Joy could answer, Valeria cut in: “What does it matter? Do you really think he put his own ass on the line to save yours, after what you did to him... twice? Blood doesn't mean so much when you would sell it out for power, Sirka.”

Sirka just shrugged. “I hope he doesn't bear grudges like you do.”

Joy found herself agreeing with Valeria. “I don't think he would free you, either. Not after what you did to him. First you left him to the authorities, helpless. He went to jail and nearly died there. And when he escaped, you used him – to get what you couldn't do yourself. You needed /him/ to be there to muster up the courage to pick up the Lentagon from where you'd hidden it. And once we were in that boat together and you /made/ me swim down there, you were going to betray us all. You went insane with the power and you would have killed me and left him for the authorities /again/.” She spoke passionately, her voice rising with anger. Oh, how long had she wanted to throw this before Sirka's feet! How long had she been stewing on this, anger bubbling up within her with no possible release for months. “And you speak of grudges? I should have been the one to punch /you/ in the face, Sirka. I didn't betray you. I just fled when you betrayed all of us. And Seamon... what did he ever do to you, that you would betray him twice? He's one of the best people I know and you... you /broke/ him. What you did to him, and the consequences... it broke him.” She was balling her fists and trembling with impotent anger. “You fucking /bitch/.”

A silence fell. When the other woman didn't answer Joy looked up from her balled fists and found that Sirka Lentan was crying. Tears were streaming down her face and she did no attempt to wipe them away. She had just bowed her head and wept.

“Yeah, like we're going to fall for /that/,” Valeria sneered. “Tears may work on a guy, but we're all girls here.”

Sirka laughed bitterly. “You think I'm trying to manipulate you with tears? God.” She wiped the tears from her face and looked up at the two of them. She didn't look angry anymore, just anguished and defeated. “What I did to Seamon... I don't even remember what I did. It had to be reconstructed. Repressed memories had to be given back to me by a psychiatrist. Do you even think it was me who did it to him? You do, don't you?” She buried her face in her hands. A stray slant of sunlight from the windows caught the braces around her wrists and twinkled briefly. “I don't think there's anything I can say that will take that notion away from you. Just that... you've felt the Lentagon, haven't you? You've felt what that power did to you, what it made you want to do. I don't understand how you can sit here and not... do anything with it. What did you do to it anyway? Did you destroy it, like Parsia says?”

“We did,” Valeria said. “And now they want us to build a new one.”

“Funny, that.”

“You too, right?”

“That's why they didn't let me die in the water. Because I was the only mind left alive who knew how to create an energy amplifier as strong as the Lentagon. So they told me that my life was worth based on how I performed, how I worked. And so I worked for them.”

“A familiar story,” Valeria nodded.

And then, without any warning whatsoever, the door slammed open. Framed against the bright sunlight was Seamon Lentan, out of breath and with air and fire energy sparkling around his hands. “Are you alri-” he started, but then stopped dead in his tracks and stared at the three of them at the kitchen table. “...Sirka?” he asked.

“Hi, little brother,” Sirka said meekly. “It's good to see you again.”

He shook his head wildly, as if to rid himself of any thoughts. “Okay, I have no time for questions right now. I have the Jedian army tailing me, and I think we're in deep trouble. Sirka, are you killing either Valeria or my girlfriend?”

“No.”

“Planning to do so, or betraying us in any other way?”

“No,” she said, and it sounded believable to Joy's ears.

“Fine. Come here, and I'll Port us the fuck out of here. We need to run.”

CHAPTER 4: FORFEIT


He had been halfway to the metro station when they caught him. It was farther than he thought he'd come, but still not far enough. Two large uniformed men blocked his way, both sparkling with their abilities. They were not as strong as he was, but they were enough to mean trouble if he would have wanted to force his way through. "Where are you going, mister Lentan?" the tallest one, mister Genkai, asked. They both towered over him - Seamon had never been very imposing, physique wise - but Genkai would have put any pro basketballer to shame. Jordon was the broader one of the two of them, with the large hands of a butcher. They were his bodyguards, and Seamon had grown to know them better than he'd cared to in the past months. They were always there, always on the edge of his sight. He wondered frequently if they ever slept, and how much they got paid to guard him.

"I need to go home," Seamon explained in his most reasonable tone of voice. He tried not to hop on the balls of his feet, but it was all he could do to control his impatience. They couldn't stop him, not now! His heart was thundering in his chest. /Sirka is alive and she's there with Joy, and Valeria there won't be enough... shit... Sirka... she didn't die after all, I should have known, I should have felt it, I thought the distance was screwing up my senses... Sirka.../

"Your scheduled meeting is still a week away, surely you're aware of that mister Lentan," Genkai said. Dark eyebrows furrowed over eyes that were as black as his own. The sunlight was glaringly bright in the narrow street they were standing in. Seamon had wanted to take a short cut to the metro station. He had walked right into a trap, it seemed.

He couldn't tell them why. If he would, they would go themselves, and who knew how things would end up? "I know, but I /have/ to go." Sirka and Joy in one room - the thought was too terrifying to think of. He had seen his sister beat up Valeria without abandon, back then in the lake house. He'd seen the empty look in her eyes, and her strength... she would have killed Valeria without any remorse, if they had not cut in. Both his sisters had always had the most awful temper, but last time he'd seen Sirka, it had been worse than that. It hadn't been temper anymore. It had been... just violent, without reason or explanation.

"I'm sorry sir," Jordon told him. He was standing comfortably, tight in his uniform, arms crossed, blocking Seamon's way. "You can't go."

Seamon's stomach clenched. Was this how it would end? "But I really have to. It's important; it's life or death."

Genkai's face seemed to soften a bit. "Perhaps we could allow you, but you'd have to come with us and fill in the clearance files, the necessary paperwork," he said in only slightly accented Parsian. It seemed like a compromise, a peace gesture. "It would take you half an hour, and then we could take you there, if it's that's important to you."

It was not enough. "No, sorry, I can't. I have to go there /now/." And time was ticking away... Seamon was beginning to panic. If they stopped him here and now, and if Sirka was alive, and going for the beach house.... coming for Joy... he remembered her anger, and the feeling of loss whenever he looked at her. She hadn't been quite there, despite her intelligence, despite their tearful reunion. Oh bloody hell, Sirka had been out of her mind, and she had slashed her own wrists to get back accessing her abilities. She was stronger than anybody he knew except for himself. And she'd be all alone with Joy... angry... most probably blaming her as much as he'd once blamed Sirka about his own jail time. She would be boiling with anger...

Jordon was not impressed. "There can't be possibly anything that important about that place. We have it under surveillance, and all is fine at the beach house. Permission to go is denied. You will remain here."

If Sirka would be alive and angry, Joy would be dead.

"No, no, that can't be happening." He couldn't think straight anymore. There were images in his head now, images of his sister with bleeding wrists, and Joy with bleeding... /everything/ - her rosebushes in the garden, lovingly tended by Joy out of boredom, soaking up her blood hungrily. And Valeria... too late, taken out easily. Valeria was so talented, so strong, with such sharp wits - taken out by a single blow of overpowered Lentan talents. It would be so easy for her to do it, and he wouldn't be there to stop her. She would be there for a third time to mess up his life, however much he hated his life these days... he would die before he let her take it again. Not this time, not Joy.

"I am sorry mister Lentan, that's the way it works. Those are the circumstances," said Genkai, playing the good cop. "If there's no paperwork, there is no visiting, and no permission."

"FUCK your permission!" Seamon shouted. Blind panic took hold of his senses - and before he thought or reasoned, he flashed the alley and tore a hole through reality. While the agents were blinded because of the bright sunlight that suddenly flooded the small area, he did the unspeakable, the one thing that forfeited his life in Jediah. He couldn't help it, he Ported away.

He stumbled out of his Port near the beach house. And that's where things got weird for a moment. Reality blubbered around him, wriggling in his grasp. He had to pull his mind together and keep an iron grip on his perception of the Real, to close the Port quickly enough so he wouldn't be followed. It hurt, though - it hurt a great deal. His head felt as if it was exploding as he closed and sealed off his Port, returning Reality to its normal state of being again. Obviously, there had been Ported in this general area very recently. Of course, Sirka. How else would she have gotten here? But... how /had/ she gotten here?

Blindly running and retching in the sand, Seamon ran to the beach house. It looked deceptively quiet in the late afternoon sunlight. No explosions, no flames, no blood. He tried to feel what was going on inside and found their abilities easily through a sea of nausea. Joy's below average ability, and the shining beacons that were Valeria and what he thought and feared was his sister. They were inside the house, and it didn't seem like they were killing one another.

Later he wouldn't recall how he had travelled those last hundred meters to the house, how he had sprinted through the garden. He just slammed open the door with energy brimming over, ready to blast whatever was in his way. If only Joy was alright, if only she was alright... /You should come home NOW/ rang through his mind over and over again. He didn't know what he would do if she wasn't alright.

The door banged against the adjacent wall and he needed one moment to regain his vision when he stepped into the shadowed beach house from the bright sunlight outside. “Are you alri-” he started, but then his vision cleared and what he had feared was true. They were sitting at the kitchen table, the three of them. Joy, holding an icepack on her face, Valeria, looking radiant and alert, and his sister... alive. “...Sirka?” he asked. It was true after all, he couldn't believe it. She was sitting at their kitchen table, wearing jeans and a white t-shirt and there was metal and silver around her wrists. She was chained up, all the way now.

“Hi, little brother,” Sirka said, looking at him with that damned apologetic smile on her face that he'd had nightmares about. “It's good to see you again.”

Despite everything, she looked good. She looked healthier than the last time he'd seen her. So she was alive, kicking, and he'd just gotten all of them into bloody trouble. Standing on his own porch, he suddenly realized what he'd just done by Porting here. /Oh shit./ Time to act. “Okay, I have no time for questions right now. I have the Jedian army tailing me, and I think we're in deep trouble. Sirka, are you killing either Valeria or my girlfriend?”

“No,” she said. To her credit, she didn't smirk or laugh.

“Planning to do so, or betraying us in any other way?”

“No.”

“Fine. Come over here, and I'll Port us the fuck out of here. We need to run.”

They didn't waste any time, thankfully. Joy threw her icepack in the sink, grabbed her bag, and all three of them got up to join him. “We need to run,” he told him. “I need to create a bit of distance between where I Ported in, or we'll all get severely messed up. Reality hasn't had the time to straighten out again.”

Joy grabbed his arm. “You /Ported/ here?” she nearly shrieked. “Don't you know that they'll kill-”

He shook her loose impatiently, not wanting to be reminded of it. “I know. Which is why we have to get out of here now.” He couldn't look at her, couldn't bear to see her fear and shock. She was alive, and maybe he'd forfeited all of their lives with his action when it wasn't even necessary, but he didn't want to think of that right now. Damn his impulsive nature, damn Jediah, and damn Sirka for showing up today. Damn everything.

He just needed to stay active now, not think. Running, he led them in a jog over the deserted beach, where he halted half a mile away, near the flood line. There he drew in upon his talents and Ported for the second time that day. And hell if it didn't feel /great/! Porting was one of the heaviest feats to accomplish for any adept. There were perhaps a handful of people on the whole world who could do it, because it required so much energy and strength. To tear that hole into Reality wasn't the hardest thing to do, but to keep it all together and close it up again, that's where the real challenge lay.

He indulged in the sheer power he was harnessing, in the skill he could display. For one second, he felt proud, powerful and invincible. And then the Port was closed and they found themselves more than a mile into eastern direction. A bit closer to the border with Calania, still on the beach. This beach was a pebble beach between large stacks of black rocks, where nobody came except for crab fishermen. Above them, gulls were crying out in irregular intervals, and the day was still bright and cloudless.

Standing amidst rocks, Seamon turned to his sister and grabbed her wrists. “So what the /fuck/ are you doing here?”

“I'm sorry,” Sirka said, meeting his eyes squarely. “You were the only one I could turn to.” Her dark eyes flicked down for a moment, looking at her chained up hands. “I know I don't deserve it, but this is what I wanted to ask you.”

“That, and kill your girlfriend,” Valeria added dryly. The russet-haired girl had made herself comfortable on one of the black boulders, crossing her arms in her signature stance. “Don't forget to mention that, Sirka.”

“Shut up,” Sirka said, not even all that unfriendly.

Seamon felt his fingers tighten against the unnatural feeling of metal on her wrists. “Explain,” he grumbled. She was his sister, he owed her an explanation. It felt like some sort messed up deja vu, to stand here with her again, demanding again an explanation from her, under the eyes of Valeria and Joy.

“I escaped the Parsian government, they wanted me to build a new Lentagon. I didn't want to, so I sabotaged one of their Ports and fled. And I was hoping to get even with... Joy. And that you would help me get rid of those bonds.” She shook her head and laughed – a laugh he had not thought he'd ever hear again. “I didn't count on the you guys being together, though. She's your girlfriend?” she asked incredulously. “You kidnapped her and now she's your girlfriend?”

“We were lovers before I even met up with you,” Seamon said. “Strange, how such things go.” He didn't let go of her, though. The metal felt cold against his fingers. “So now you're here, and I just forfeited my fate because of your showing up. What are you going to do about me not turning you into the Jedian authorities and fleeing, myself?”

“I know a bit of Jedian history... and with Joy's reaction on your comment about how you Ported here, I think that they won't give you the chance to turn me in,” Sirka said, but he could read the uncertainty on her face. She looked more... expressive, than he remembered.

“I'm sure we could figure something out,” he said, studying her face. She looked so much more than the angry big sister that he'd found in his room in Kalmstad, after he'd stolen the Lentagon. She looked like his sister again – angry, alert, alive, smart. Not like the strung out being that had claimed to be the guardian of the Lentagon on the bottom of the lake. Not like the being that had whispered about how it was talking to her, how the crystal ball was /singing/ to her in her sleep. That had been someone else. Still, to stand here again, his hands wrapped around her wrists, and her helpless under his fingers, it was hard not to lash out. If not for her, he wouldn't be as messed up as he was. If not for her, he wouldn't have anxiety attacks about being chained up, there wouldn't be scar tissue on his wrists. If not for her, he wouldn't have had those awful memories of prison and unbearable pain to haunt him. “Tell me why I shouldn't lynch you at the spot, tell me how you are going to redeem yourself for screwing me over twice!”

A calculating light shone in her eyes, and she shrugged against the storm of his anger. “Because perhaps now that you've forfeited everything, I'm your best chance at getting your ass out of Jediah before they'll kill you.”

“How?”

“Your girlfriend and Valeria here told me that we're in similar situations in opposing governments; they want us to recreate the Lentagon so they can use it on one another. So how well is your research faring, little brother? It's a bitch, isn't it?”

Out of nothing, Joy spoke up. “Don't you dare talk to him like that,” she seethed.

Sirka ignored her. “If we work together, we'll have one working in no time. I have the knowledge, and we both have the strength. Even Valeria can help us. Give me a week, and we can find ourselves on the Western Continent without Jediah knowing where we are.”

“Sounds good, in theory,” Valeria said. She was smiling a bit. “We have one problem though, despite your lousy track record with crystal and sanity, and that's the fact that we've been shot up with tag fluid. They can track us anywhere. So I guess our first step is to get rid of that stuff, before we get out of here.”

“How would we do that?” Joy raked a hand through her hair and looked distraught. Her nose was swollen, Seamon noted. She must have used that icepack for her nose, then. Did somebody hit her?

“I might know someone,” said Valeria. She wasn't smiling anymore now, but looked thoughtful. “In any other circumstances, I wouldn't trust him as far as I can throw him, and I hate his guts... but I might have something that'll convince him.”

“What is that?” Joy asked.

“Irrelevant. I think that our main problem is Sirka right now.” She hopped off the boulder she'd been sitting on and came to stand with the three of them. “She's your sister, Seamon. Speak the word, and you're rid of that problem, and we can high tail it out of here.”

That gave him a bad taste in his mouth. “I'm not going to kill my /sister/,” he said, and found that he meant it. Standing on a deserted pebble beach in Jediah with his hands around her wrists, her chained wrists, he found that he couldn't just end it here and now. There were too many questions, there was too much blame. And perhaps he was an idiot that allowed himself to be screwed over too many times over this, but there was the matter of Sirka's offer, too.

Creating a new Lentagon together, and use it to get out of here quickly. He could keep her chained up, and that would be penance enough for the things she'd done to him. She could help him create a new energy amplifier, and they could go – and... what reason would she have for betraying him? The first time she'd betrayed him because she thought he was a terrorist, that he wanted to blow up government buildings. She had betrayed him because she thought she was doing the right thing. Maybe she was; he had been planning to blow up stuff. She just hadn't known his reasons for it. And the second time... the second time she had betrayed him for power. Having felt the Lentagon, having used it, and having withstood its siren call, he thought he understood her breakdown. Sirka had been through a lot of shit with that crystal ball, and she'd just lost it there on the water. Hadn't she?

So what reason for betrayal would there be now? There were none that he could see. Unless she would deliver them to Parsia for the promise of power or her returned freedom. But that didn't make much sense, either. Should he trust her for now? Looking into her eyes, he found that he didn't. There was no reason, but she was so damn unstable that he was hesitating to put his fate into her hands. So he made a decision, there and then. “You're with us,” he told her, letting go of her hands. “But don't think for a moment that I'll rid you of these chains. Even though I know how bad they are, I don't trust you. And I don't pity you for having those things. You're completely welcome to the horror of them.”

“You-...”

“What did you expect, Sirka?” Joy said vehemently. “You came here to kill me and use him for your own ends. Do you really think he would free you of those bonds?”

“I guess it was too much to hope,” his sister said, her eyes downcast.

Seamon crossed his arms and looked at Valeria. “So the first step would be getting the hell out of here and staying on the move. And then we'll use your contact or whatever to get rid of the tracking system following us.”

“Sounds good to me. Does anyone of you how to high-jack a car?”

Surprisingly enough, he wasn't the only one to raise his hand. Also his sister and Valeria herself raised their hands.

“Oh, that's just great,” Joy said. “I'm hitting the Jedian roads with three car thieves.”

Valeria clapped her on the shoulder and laughed. “Just like old times, eh?”

“I guess,” Joy grinned. But then she obviously thought of something else. “So why were you visiting me today, Val? Of all days? You couldn't have known that I'd be getting another visitor. Why were you here?”

Valeria's face darkened. “I needed to talk to you.”

“About what?”

At that moment, they all heard beeping. Valeria's hand dug into the pockets of her jeans and fished out her communicator. “About the guy who is calling me right now.” She connected her phone and said: “I know what you're calling about Ramon, but for the love of god, get off the line. I'll call you back when I can.” She disconnected without giving the guy a chance to talk, switching off the communicator with one quick gesture.

Seamon knew that name. “Ramon? Isn't that the guy you work with at the facility?” Tall, broad, dark hair, dark eyes, Jedian features and a flashing white smile. He and Valeria were always bickering, scathing with nasty words, always on edge with one another. Seamon remembered thinking that it was a good thing that Ramon wasn't his colleague, or he would have bashed that arrogant grin off his face a long time ago.

“That's the one. He's going to be our contact who'll help us get rid of the tag.”

“Because you got some leverage on him,” Joy said.

Valeria nodded. “Yeah. That was the reason I was visiting you.” She raked a hand through her hair and laughed shortly, as if she were embarrassed. “I found out this morning that I'm pregnant with his kid.”

CHAPTER 5: POWER OUT

When Valeria had woken up this morning she'd already known that today would be one of /those/ days. Just one of those unpredictable days where everything that can possibly go wrong, will undoubtedly indeed go to hell. Prying her eyes open and realizing that once again she'd ended up in Ramon's bed, she knew she'd be better off if she'd call in sick and hide under the sheets all day.

It was just that his bed smelled like him, and she didn't want to be reminded of how stupid she'd been once again. She threw the sheets back and stood up, and instantly she'd been reeling with nausea. After she'd spent a good five minutes dry retching over the toilet, there was a realization starting to form in the back of her head that was too fitting for comfort. Valeria was not a stupid young woman. She knew that her sickness couldn't be caused by her alcohol intake of last night. She hadn't drank /that/ much. She knew that accidents happened, despite precautions. And her feeling of unease in her own skin, her nausea, her forgetting and bumping into things – it all signified a major hormone change in her body.

Ramon lived above a drug store, so she went downstairs and bought a pregnancy test. The lady behind the counter smiled politely and asked her if she wanted a calendar so she could mark down the days until the baby's birth, but Valeria just shook her head and told her through clenched teeth: “Just sell me the damn test.”

As she walked the stairs back up to his apartment, she was secretly glad that Ramon was not present at the moment. She wasn't sure whether he was just an early riser or perhaps he just didn't feel like talking to her in the mornings, but all the nights they'd spent together were followed by a morning when he was already gone. He went running in the mornings before work, he'd told her. Valeria figured that he just thought this was easier. Facing each other in the morning after their nights together was awkward. It was as if the light of day made things just so much more real, so much more insane.

Because what exactly was she doing in his bed? She couldn't stand the guy. His arrogance was an instant turn-off for her. She liked self-assured guys, but an asshole like Ramon was definitely not her type. He took it to a whole new level; always harping on her, always attacking, always on his guard, always scathing. Being with him was like a constant battle she didn't want to fight. He didn't remind her of any of the boys she'd liked throughout her life. And still; still she was around him. He battled her, he set her teeth on edge, he made her want to claw his eyes out.

And tonight had heralded the fourth time she'd spent at his apartment, in his bed. Somehow those evenings of working on their project with a bottle of rum just ended badly, once in a while. There was arguing, there was shouting, and then suddenly they would be kissing and she would just /want/ him.

And then there was daylight in his apartment, and she would be alone in his bed.

It seemed to take forever for the test to determine what she had been fearing this morning. Valeria had sat at Ramon's kitchen table in just her underwear, staring dully at the test, waiting for its assessment.

/What if it's true? What if I messed up this time? What if I am responsible for this new life? Hell, why Ramon of all people? Why Ramon? How do I tell him? Should he know? Do I want to tell him?/ Questions were falling over one another in her head. She held her head in her hand, counting the seconds until she would know for sure. She had her eyes closed on purpose, squeezing them shut while she was thinking and waiting.

She had counted to hundred and twenty and the two minutes had passed.

Valeria de la Meray had opened her eyes and had looked at a positive pregnancy test.

/Shit./

She had thrown on her clothes, grabbed her bag and jumped in a cab to the beach. She'd wanted to talk to Joy, to anyone who would listen to her. Joy would listen. She'd walked through hell with Joy Harting, and you get to know each other when you've nearly died together. It had created a bond between them that would defy the fact that they had not seen each other for months. She'd never thought she'd look up the younger girl for advice, but found this morning that she was craving it, needing it. There was no one else. Least of all Ramon.

And the positive pregnancy test had been lying on the kitchen table, waiting for him to come home from his morning run an hour later. In that hour, she had faced down with Sirka Lentan and had been Ported away by Seamon, and then her communicator began to ring.

/Incoming call,/ her communicator had flashed. /Ramon/.

What was there to say? She had to think, she had to figure out how to twist this in her advantage. Standing on the pebble beach where Seamon had brought her, Valeria desperately tried to figure out what she could do. What would she say? He'd seen the test, he'd want to talk to her. Of course he would. And she didn't know what to say. For the first time in a very, very long time, Valeria was completely at a loss what to do.

Oh, she'd talked big to the others how she would use the tiny life that was growing inside her as a leverage on Ramon. But the fact of the matter was that she was horribly confused right now. What did she feel for Ramon? Why had she done what she'd done? What was she going to do about it? Was she even fit to be a mother? /Oh, that poor kid./

And meanwhile, the others were watching her with eyes as big as saucers after her revelation.

“You are going to be a /mother/?” asked Joy. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“I thought you couldn't stand Ramon,” Seamon said, blinking.

Sirka didn't say anything, which was just as well.

All she could do was shrug and play it cool, the way she always had. “Accidents happen. I know since this morning, and I just needed to talk to you, Joy. I needed to tell someone to figure shit out with. And then I arrived at your place and stuff happened... so my first priority is now survival. The pregnancy will last for nine months, time enough to deal with that later.”

Joy's grey eyes were calm and accepting now. “So what do you want to do right now then?”

“Get the hell out of here. We've remained too long in one spot already, we have to keep moving.” It had been different before, when she'd lived on the edge. Back then all she could get killed was herself; and having looked into the face of death twice before already, she wasn't afraid of that anymore. Valeria had her fears but dying and pain weren't topping that list. There were things worse than death, she'd decided in a hospital bed in Costa, and she'd decided to live out her borrowed time by living to the max.

Yet now... now things had radically changed. She wouldn't just kill off her own sorry ass anymore. This time, she would be responsible for someone else as well, someone who had not chosen to be in this situation. And that pretty much turned her whole world and this whole run upside down. While she relished the fact that she was breaking free of her Jedian occupation, the danger of it was something real. And it was not just her life on the line anymore. And perhaps that was the most scary thing of all.

“I propose we try to make for Calania,” Seamon was saying. “That's what I was aiming for anyway, when I Ported us.”

“Could you Port us again?” Joy asked. She came to stand next to him and twined her fingers with his, looking up at him with something that resembled hunger or desperation. “The more distance we put between them and us the better. I don't want to be shot.”

He nodded, squeezing her hand. “Sure. We'd have to walk a bit though, I don't want to kill myself by having my head ripped apart in unstable Reality.”

“How often can you do it? Port, I mean.”

“After another? I don't know, I never really tried before. It's very tiring and disorienting, and I have to make sure I don't exhaust myself. I've once Ported with a hangover and nearly killed myself. You need to be fresh and full of energy while doing this... tearing holes in Reality is not something you want to err on.”

They began to walk, Seamon and Joy in front, Sirka directly behind them, and Valeria watching Sirka's back for, well, anything. She didn't trust the other woman, and she wasn't about to turn her back on her. After the punch she'd given Joy, Valeria wasn't about to let her walk freely.

She was glad she'd managed to grab her sandals off the beach during their little jog earlier on. Walking on the pebbles and later on the hot gravel barefeet wasn't really her idea of a good time.

There were other things on her mind at the moment; first of all was trying to figure out what the Jedian officials would do, how quickly they'd get here. The tag fluid was a shining beacon for the Jedians, they would be found wherever they were hiding, so they'd have to keep moving. That was the most important thing. Distance, and unpredictable behaviour. She was fairly sure that the borders of the country would be guarded heavily. They'd have to Port the last bit, that much was clear.

And apart from the great escape, there was also Ramon. What would she tell him, and how could she get him to cover her ass? Would he do it, to save her? Would he do it to save the child they'd accidentally created? She thought he would – not for her, but he was not that much of an uncaring asshole that he'd let her die as well as the kid, especially because Jedians were pretty big on family. And yes, they would be in danger, her and the child both. Another trait of Jedians was that they usually shot before they asked questions. He knew that as well as anyone, being one of them.

/God, what did I do in bed with a Jedian? My dad will kill me if this ever comes out!/

They followed a road through the cliffs and made their way onto the motorway. There were a few cars and cycles whizzing by, leaving the road shimmery with air energy. It was obvious that they needed to hi-jack one of them and Valeria was just contemplating how they were supposed to stop one, when Joy grinned wryly and said: "Let me handle this. I'm an expert hitch hiker."

Valeria grinned back, remembering how the two of them met on the Zyx road, all those months ago. It seemed like an eternity. "Yeah, you would be." She hung back for a little bit while Joy took her place next to the road and expertly held up her thumb, smiling faintly at the feeling of deja vu. In the back of her mind there was something tugging, though. 

Her communicator beeped again. “Incoming call – Ramon – URGENT” the screen flashed. Of course it was urgent. Ramon Telchian had just found out he was going to be a father if she wasn't going to be shot to shit. It would be urgent; to him it was probably one of the most important things in the world while she was just trying to survive. For a few seconds she weighed the options of capture through tracing of her communicator. Chances were very big, but they were tagged anyway. The Jedian government was watching their every move, why should she not answer this call? 

So she hit the accept button. “Hi,” she said. 

Ramon's usually somewhat throaty voice was breathless, as if he was biting back anger. “What the /fuck/ was that thing on my kitchen table?” 

Valeria closed her eyes for a moment. “You know what it is,” she answered. “I'm sorry you had to find out like this. I'm sorry for all three of us that it has to be like this.” Next to her, she saw Seamon turn to her, opening his mouth to ask her what she was doing, but she raised her hand and shook her head at him. 

“Where the hell are you, I-” 

“I'm on the run, Ramon. I'm neck deep in trouble and I got a tag on me.” 

That effectively shut him up for a few seconds. “How bad is it?” 

“I'll probably be shot on sight.” 

“Fuck.” A few breaths. “And you're really...?” 

“Yeah, and you're really the father. You should also probably get off the line.” 

“I know. It's just... We need to talk. Where /are/ you?” 

She could hear the words 'I want to help you' reverberate in every word, unspoken but definitely meant as such. He couldn't say it out loud because of who might be listening in, but the way he talked, the way he spoke... He sounded the most reasonable and affectionate she'd ever heard him. It was both profoundly disturbing and relieving, because it showed both how dire the situation was, and also that he was still a decent human being. One that was shocked at the news she brought him, that was worried for the mess that this situation had become. And, most alarmingly of all, she /wanted/ him to be with her, she wanted to talk to him. There was just no way he'd ever be able to find them – he was strong enough to Port, but there was no way in hell he could Port the distance that Seamon'd just bridged. And Joy was making progress in hailing down a car to stop them, she could see from the corner of her eye.

How could she ever get him to help them, how could she see him again, without putting all of them in mortal danger?   

And then she thought of something. “Ramon, this is probably going to sound really disgusting, but do you remember the mess we made of your sheets last night? Look up Ligian voodoo on the nets, and come find me. I know you can.” 

“Don't worry,” he said, and disconnected.

She shook her head and turned to the others. Joy was busy waving at some car that was coming their way, but it wasn't really slowing down. Would they have to sabotage the air intake to make it brake for them? 

Seamon and Sirka were both staring at her with uncanny similar stares. They could have been twins for the expressions on their faces. Eight years of age difference didn't seem to matter all that much; when they looked irritated or brooding, they were like mirror images.

“What?” Valeria asked. 

Seamon crossed his arms. “I'm just experiencing some heavy duty deja vu. Ligian Voodoo? Again?” 

She shrugged. “Do you have a better idea? It worked great when Joy and I tried to track you down.” 

“It's disgusting.”

“It's effective. Ramon might be able to get rid of our tags. He has friends in high places. If he has to use voodoo to find us, I'll be more than happy to offer up my bodily juices for that.” 

“What the /hell/ did you do in that bed?” Sirka asked curiously. 

Valeria just grinned. “You really don't want to know.” 

Sirka grinned back. “I guess not.” 

And that's when it happened. 

They all felt it, even Joy. It was a shifting in the order of things, a changing of Reality that was so very present that it jolted all of them. Sirka was the fastest, perhaps because she was the only true specialist from the four of them. She had done this so many times, countless times. She used to work at a Port Station and spent half her life studying the effects of energies and Ports, of course she was most sensitive towards Ports. 

Still, even Joy whirled around. She smelled it as much as all of them did – there was this scent of ozone in the air, like a thunderstorm approaching – for that one instant, before Reality tore open in that same horrible way it had that day on another highway in Jediah four months ago. 

/Not good, not good, not GOOD!/ Valeria's mind screamed and she just instantly drew upon her talents and jolted at the air around them, infusing it with pure energy, binding it together to create a shield that would be pretty much impenetrable against plasma attacks. 

She was fast – faster than the four Jedian officials that entered this part of Reality through the hole. Only one of them was an adept, and roughly as strong as Valeria was. They'd obviously used a Portstation then, because this dark-skinned and grey-haired man could never have created the Port. The other three were menacing-looking but not extremely adept, a little above average. They carried sidearms though, she noted. Heavy duty sidearms, too. They gleamed in the morning sunlight for one moment before hands reached out to cock them and shoot. 

“Seamon, don't-...” Sirka started, reaching out to her younger brother. All the colour had drained from her face. She was as white as a sheet all of a sudden, and Valeria knew that she'd been trying to access her own talents in reflex and had found nothingness. The sunlight sparkled as much on the crystal around her wrists as on the weapons of the Jedian officials.

It was heartbeats, just heartbeats. One, two, three... yet for Valeria it seemed to last an eternity before the air before them glowed greengold with her shimmering energy shield. 

But Seamon was not all that much slower than she was, even though what he did was so much more complicated. Before the Jedian officials could do more than cock their guns, before Valeria's shield was in existence for more than three seconds, there was liquid fire glowing up around his hands. 

It was like lightning and fire both, hot and crackling, suspended in the air for one moment before it gulfed from his hands like a tidal wave. Hot and searing and overpowering, swallowing her shield whole and reinforcing itself with it, before it was dragged along and it cascaded over the officials. Fire and energy, all-consuming. They didn't even have time to scream.

She saw it all happen. 

The redgolden flames, the way they /washed/ everything away in their path, including the four men standing before them. It pretty much burnt them to a crisp where they stood, while the Port behind them was only just closing up.

They never really stood a chance, not even the adept. There was fear flashing in the man's eyes the moment he realized what he had before him and how outclassed he was. Just that one moment of fear before it was all over. 

At least it was quick.

Just a heartbeat, and where four men had been standing, four burnt corpses collapsed onto the gravel. It smelled like a barbecue, like roasted meat. As if they never really had been men anyway. 

Joy screamed. 

It was a scream of shock and revulsion, as if she wanted to deny what had just happened before her eyes. Valeria ran over to her and hugged her tightly, wondering if the younger girl had ever seen anybody die before. She'd seen Sirka nearly kill herself and believed that she'd been dead, but just seeing her boyfriend barbecue four men – Valeria was also more affected than she'd ever like to admit. Army training or not, it was something /big/. 

It was a horrible, horrible thing. As Joy clung onto her, shuddering with the beginning of sobs, she was reeling, herself. The stench of burnt flesh was overpowering and made her want to retch. She'd been at the site of bomb explosions. She had experienced and survived an accident with an exploding bomb once, herself. She'd had colleagues who'd blown up. She'd seen things, heard things, lost an uncle in the war with Jediah... but in the end what happened right now was something she had not seen happen all that often. It didn't seem like something you could get used to, ever. 

Joy tore herself loose from Valeria's arms and turned to face her boyfriend, her pretty face contorted in anger and shock. “What the /fuck/ did you do?” Tears were streaming over her face. 

Seamon looked dazed. “I couldn't Port. I would have killed all of us if I would have Ported, so close to the one they made...” He looked at his sister for a moment, who nodded quietly. He stared at his hands for a moment, balling his fists. “...It was all I could think of. They would have killed us.”

“Valeria had a /shield/!” Joy was close to hysterics. She was balling her fists as well, looking like she wanted to punch him in the face. Where was the girl that doted on Seamon now? 

“How long do you think she could have held them off with that shield?” Sirka asked reasonably. “They would have broken through soon enough, Valeria couldn't-”

“Shut up!” Joy shouted. “Nobody asked you anything!” 

Seamon sat down heavily on the side of the road. He covered his face in his hands. “I can't believe what I just did, either.” 

His sister squatted down next to him and laid her hand on his shoulder. “You saved us all,” she said softly. “Thank you.” 

“He just /killed/ four people!” Joy said, wiping tears from her face. “Goddammit Seamon, how could you just-” 

Irritation bubbled up in Valeria's stomach. This was unfair. Seamon, twenty-two years old, wanted terrorist, escaped convict, all-round troubled guy – he had just saved their lives. These men would have killed them without question, they'd had their weapons cocked at them, ready to fire. He'd done the only thing he could think of without jeopardizing their lives even further. If he indeed had been stupid enough to Port, he would have messed up Reality in such a way that he'd probably have killed not only the government officials, but themselves as well. Joy should be grateful that even though Seamon might be violent, at least he was not a moron. And Valeria thought that was an excellent trait in the dark-haired boy. He didn't deserve this. “Well then, what the hell did you expect Joy? Should he have created rainbows and ponies to gallop away upon?” she sneered. “Did you have any better ideas on such short notice?” 

Grey eyes full of disbelief fixed themselves upon her. There was a world of hurt there. Suddenly Valeria understood on a base level that there were things going on there, that there was /something/ between Joy and Seamon that they never really wanted to think of, something fundamentally wrong between them. And this was just one of those things that Joy rather not thought of. She didn't respond to Valeria's sneer, either. She was just gasping for breath, trying to calm herself. 

“Let it go,” Valeria concluded. She sighed. “He doesn't deserve something like this Joy, he saved our asses. Don't you think he feels rotten about it? Let's sit down and deal with the consequences now, okay?” 

“I suggest we get out of here,” Sirka said practically. She shielded her dark eyes from the sun and peered over the deserted road. There was not a car in sight. “It won't do if they find us near dead and smoking people. That way we never get a lift.” 

Valeria nodded. “That sounds oddly sensible, coming from you.” 

“Shut up,” Sirka said, but she didn't sound very hurt. Instead, she just helped her brother up. “Let's just get out of here.” 

CHAPTER SIX: MONSTERS

The rest was all taking action, but all Joy could do was watch them in a daze. Her hands were balled to fists, her fingernails painfully digging into her palms, but she didn't say anything, she couldn't do anything. All she could do was watch, as Valeria and that despicable Sirka took control. They took the burnt husks of the government officials and carried them by their hands and feet – or what was left of them – into the bushes next to the road. They complained about blisters because what they touched was too hot to hold for very long, and Sirka was assessing the state of their weapons. One of them would still be usable, she said; the rest looked as if their tech had been overcooked.

Joy could only stand there and watch what they were doing. In her mind, the image of the wave of liquid fire was replaying over and over again. The stench was diminishing now that the bodies were not within a twenty foot radius anymore, but she felt as if she would smell it forever. She couldn't shake it, none of it. It felt like the world was still turning and she had stopped, locked in that one moment of utter horror. It was worse than it had been when Sirka had cut her wrists in that boat to get rid of her crystal restraints, worse than her reaction after the Lentagon had exploded. She was reeling and it was like there was nothing she could do anymore after that first hysterical reaction. She just stared at where the bodies were behind the bushes and wanted to cry but couldn't. 

“I'm so sorry Joy,” Seamon said, sitting on the ground again with his head in his hands, but she barely heard him. There was just the sun warming her skin, the warm breeze playing with her hair – and still she had goosebumps. It all felt increasingly surreal like her dream last night. 

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You don't have to apologize to me, Seamon,” she murmured after a while. “I don't control what you do. I don't decide or have to judge what you do. It was all you – it /is/ all you. I just forget who you are sometimes.”

He looked up sharply, dark eyes flashing dangerously. “What's that supposed to mean?” 

She smiled sadly. “Exactly that. I want you to be my love so badly, and you are that so often... that I forget sometimes that you held me hostage, you threatened to kill me, and that not so long ago you wanted to blow up the city where I lived.” He tried to protest, but she cut him off: “No, don't say anything, I know your reasons, they make some sense ... but not all /that/ much. You're just violent, and I forget that sometimes.” The feeling that she was dreaming dissipated somewhat. “I love you, but you're dangerous to be around. And I hate that part of you.”

He got up slowly and faced her. “What am I supposed to do with that information? What do you want me to say?” He looked sad enough, adding years to his real age. 

“I don't want you to say anything, Seamon.” Suddenly, she wanted him to hold her and tell her that it would be alright, that he just hadn't killed to stay alive. She didn't want him to be the escaped convict, she didn't want to remember him dragging her out of Sirka's house with a gun to her head, telling her to shut up and hold still or else. She didn't want to remember his sleepless nights and his anger outbursts. She just wanted him to be her lover. “Life just sucks.” 

“Yeah,” was all he said. The look on his face was heartbreaking; it was all the forlorn sadness that she had loved him for, the moment she'd met him in that club in Zyx. Her beautiful boy with his haunted eyes. How the hell could she have known where they'd end up? Suddenly she wished she'd gotten out of that car when Seamon and Valeria had offered her a way out. They'd warned her that it could get dangerous from there on, that she might endanger her life and everything she knew. By then she'd known that Seamon was the Lentagon terrorist, she'd known that Valeria had issues. Still, she had stayed in the backseat of that car because of Seamon's beautiful sad eyes and because he apparently emitted some pheromones that made her want to drag him into a corner and shag him senseless. Even after all this time he still did that. It wasn't until now that she started really, truly regretting her decision. 

She could have been home with her father, having patched up their issues instead of jeopardizing her life in Delgado and his career by running off with a terrorist and a deserter into enemy territory. She could have been hanging out with Brenya and studying half-heartedly and having boyfriends and living the glamlife of high society. Was it only half a year ago when everything was still okay? 

Staring into Seamon's dark eyes she missed most of the work that Sirka and Valeria did. 

At some point Sirka shook her out of her numbness with an irritated sneer to snap out of it, and that they didn't have time to deal with anyone who was suffering from shell shock.

She was too angry and lost inside her own anger and desperation to properly sneer back. She just let herself be dragged along to a vehicle that was waiting for them. The owner of the metallic red car helplessly looked on as Valeria waved at him and they all got into his car. Joy sat in the back with Seamon, while the girls were sitting in front. It wasn't a convertible, but at least the car had airconditioning so it wasn't unbearably hot inside. She laid her head against the window and watched the landscape glide by as Valeria sped off, pedaling the gas to the floor. 

Valeria said something about staying on the move, so the Jedian government would have a hard time pinpointing their location enough to properly Port to their location. This way, they'd have to be intercepted with roadblocks and the like and that took a lot more time to organize. All in all only half an hour had passed since Seamon had broken the pact that had preserved their lives so far, they couldn't have organized /that/ much. 

It was all a matter of maintaining momentum now; as long as they were on the run it wasn't possible to Port into their location, unless their moves were anticipated. “But,” so Valeria said while she was discussing her plan with Sirka and Seamon, “I'll just be unpredictable. I've done this sort of stuff before, hiding from the army. I'm an expert in this sort of stuff.” 

“You weren't shot up with tag fluid then, I suppose?” Sirka said.

Valeria shrugged. “The principle is pretty much the same. As long as we keep moving we should be fine. And judging from this car we won't need fuel cells for quite some time.” 

“How do you propose your boyfriend catches up with us?” Seamon asked. 

Joy regarded him from her place next to the window. She had tried to create as much distance between them as possible. She could still smell the scent of barbecue upon him and it made her queasy. He seemed to be recovering from what he'd done quickly enough. Was he really getting over it this easily? But then she remembered something he had said about his escape from prison all those months ago. “I had to leave a man for dead,” he'd said. 

For some reason that had never really connected with her. But back then he was a casual contact, back then he was the dangerous beautiful boy that she couldn't help but feel attracted to. It had seemed logical; of course he'd wanted to escape. They were going to burn his talents out of him, crippling him for life in what most adepts considered a fate worse than dead, and lock him up for the rest of his life. He'd been desperate. Of course he'd done anything to escape. Back then it had seemed normal, it had seemed like something she would have done, too. And she might've, if the situation would have been similar.

But what she'd never thought of what that this didn't mean that he had not almost killed somebody. He'd been willing to kill for his freedom. He might have killed already before today. There was more blood on his hands than she had wanted to know and it made him suddenly seem like a stranger. 

In the past months, since she became pretty much a political prisoner here in Jediah, he'd been all she had. They'd allowed him to visit, and she'd been ever so glad to welcome him in the beach house, in her arms, in her bed. He had been a friendly Parsian voice who told her that things would be okay, they'd get out of here, he was working so hard – he'd been all she'd been looking forward to. And in those months he had become her beautiful boy, the one she loved. 

It had been so bloody easy to just forget about the rest. 

And this was such a nasty wakeup call. 

Most of the conversation just passed her by. Valeria didn't quite know how her colleague could get in touch with them. Shit, he was the father of Valeria's /child/. Joy really hadn't seen that one coming, despite Valeria's glowing demeanour, despite thinking how good and healthy she looked. It was just a matter of trust and hope, she said. “I gave him the means to find us but if they detain him because they were listening in on our conversation, he's screwed.” She fell silent for a moment and Joy saw how her hands clenched around the steering wheel for a moment. “We need his help.” 

“How do you know that he's able to help us with tag fluid removal?” Sirka asked curiously. “It's not like the recipe for the chemical is something you can get out of a cookbook or something.” 

Valeria shrugged. “As I said, he has friends in interesting places.”

“How convenient.” 

“Everyone wants to befriend you if your last name's Telchian.” 

Next to Joy, Seamon's eyes suddenly widened. “He's one of the Telchian line? That makes things infinitely more complicated.” 

Joy had to blink at that. The name certainly sounded familiar; but as far as she knew it was only the same name as the aptitude scale. “Why is that?” she couldn't help asking. 

“Because they're high-ranking Jedian nobility. They're like my family; all adepts, pretty much intermarrying and breeding for strength. They're rich, powerful, and I believe quite a few of them died in the twinbombing of Laetona.” Seamon smirked. “No wonder Ramon has that attitude.” 

“How strong is he anyway?” asked Sirka. 

/Figures she'd be the one to ask that question,/ Joy thought sourly. /She's still as obsessed with those talents as ever./

Valeria shrugged, keeping her eyes on the nearly empty road before her. “Stronger than me, weaker than you guys. He's in the low nineties I think; just strong enough to Port. I know that, because he's bragged about it to me.” 

“He never bragged about it to me,” Seamon grinned. “I wonder why. It's funny though; he always was wary around me. Well, in the few times we met at least... he was an arrogant shit to everyone but me, pretty much.” 

“Must be the terrorist thing,” Joy mumbled, which earned her a dark glare. “Well, it /does/ tend to scare people off, you know. You have a reputation.” 

An awkward silence fell for a while, until Valeria cut through it by saying: “Not so with Ramon; he's very aware of pecking order where it comes to strength. It's all status for him. I don't know what the hell he did with me anyway. I'm weaker than he is, and I'm Parsian.”

“The question is also what you wanted with him, if he's such an asshole?” Joy asked. She nearly bit her tongue for the way it came out. She sounded acidic and angry, like she'd never spoken to any of the others in the car (apart from Sirka maybe) before. It was as if she was having some sort of relapse over whatever had happened in the past. It felt like it had all accumulated in the past months and was spilling over her lips now. 

“I was drunk,” Valeria bit back. Her hands clenched around the wheel of the car again, tight enough to make her knuckles go white. “And lonely. But hey, are we comparing bad taste in guys now Joy? Because I don't think you're one to talk, eh?” 

“And... thank you,” Seamon grumbled. 

“No offense,” she said. “I know you can take it.” 

But Joy didn't hear it anymore. The moment she made her remark she knew there'd be a blow coming back; that was just the way Valeria argued. If she was poked where it ached, she'd certainly give a slam back. She knew it was coming and yet it came like the smack in the face it was intended to be. And it made her cry. 

She covered her face in her hands and sobbed heartbrokenly, grieving over the shambles that had once been her life, weeping over the state of the situation she was in. It was all too much right now. She had never been one to cry extremely quickly and she'd held herself great during the whole first ordeal with the Lentagon – yet something was breaking inside of her right now. Maybe it was a delayed response of all that had passed. Maybe she was just fed up with everything – the loss of her old life, four months of isolation and loneliness... and now this. Death and destruction and being on the run all over again. But most of all it was the painful realization that Seamon was not the beautiful boy she wanted him to be. 

There was a hand on her shoulder. 

The hand was warm, familiar. And the squeeze it gave... so familiar. It almost made her cry harder.“We have to talk, don't we,” Seamon's voice rumbled in her ears while he hugged her a bit awkwardly. 

She couldn't answer, all she could do was throw her arms around his neck and bury her face against his chest. “Not now though,” she responded between gasps for breath. “Too busy snottering.” 

“Duly noted,” he said. But she could feel his smile, and she loved him a bit more again. They stayed silent for a few moments. His fingers trailed through her hair, stroking softly. In the front, the girls didn't say anything either, they were focusing on the road. Joy closed her eyes and slowly, the sobbing subsided and she felt herself growing calmer. 

Seamon bowed over her and whispered in her ear: “Joy, I'm really sorry you had to see that – and I know about the terrorist thing, you know about it, you were there... but it's just a word. I'm not a terrorist or a monster. I'm just trying to survive. You know I'd never hurt you, right?”

She remembered her bound wrists, red-and-blue flashlights and Seamon's voice, hissing: /Don't forget what I can do.  Say /anything/ and I'll be forced to  kill you.../ But that had been a different time, right? That was so long ago now, back then he hadn't had a choice, he hadn't been betrayed by his sister yet, she hadn't saved his future yet. They hadn't spent months in that beach house yet. She was all he had. /I'm just trying to survive./ Oh, sure. But at what price?

She didn't say that, though. She just clung tighter to him and squeezed her eyes shut against the glaring daylight and breathed in his scent like she'd done so many times before when they were together. Maybe she just had to forget again. /Don't dwell on it – just love him. Sirka's the dangerous one here, not him. Never Seamon. He's not a monster. He says so, doesn't he? He SAYS so.../

For Seamon, it was about trying to survive when the odds were stacked up high against him. For the nations of Parsia and Jediah it was about a highly dangerous individual on the loose – and now he had Ported, he had killed. He'd drawn on his talents and engulfed four fine officials with liquid fire. 

This was how you became a terrorist and a monster in the eyes of the nation.

As it was, it'd gone frighteningly easy. 

If they would be caught this time, they would send strong adepts. Joy really didn't want to be in a fight between Seamon, Valeria and Jedian adepts. It was said that Jedians were generally more adept than Parsians; Jedians bred for strength, largely. Among adepts it was completely accepted to have non-adept lovers, as long as you tried to have children with an adept in your range on the Telchian scale. No wonder the father of Valeria's child was so freakishly strong. If he was the offspring from Jedian nobility and the guy who'd invented the Telchian to boot... no wonder he could Port. He was one of the finer productions of Jedian aptitude. 

And people like Ramon would be sent after them, most likely. There was currently no one alive who could scale up against Sirka and Seamon according to official international records. Yet it was well-known that the rest of the top ten lived in Jediah and Calania. And if they were in government employ, which was likely... they'd be in a world of trouble. Especially since Sirka couldn't defend herself currently. 

Would Seamon want to free his sister of her bonds? Joy had to admit to herself that the possibility of it frightened her witless. She didn't trust Sirka in the slightest bit. All of her instincts were screaming at her to get away from the dark-haired young woman, that she was just biding her time, waiting for an opportunity to betray, kill, steal power. Anything. 

No, Seamon was not the monster here. As far as Joy was concerned, that was Sirka.

***

The air conditioning in the vehicle was pleasantly cool after the beating heat of the Jedian spring. It was surprising how much warmer it was here than it had been in Parsia when she left earlier today. Sirka had dressed pretty lightly the past few days because she'd been watching for an opening, a chance to tear open that Port when no one was watching her. The chance had come so much earlier than she'd thought it would. 

Security was a joke around the Research Center. She had no idea why, after all the secrecy she'd been subjected to. No one but the people in the Research Center even knew that she was still alive, yet they were working on completely different projects. They were talented Adepts in their own right, just not very interested in Ports. And she had a supervisor, but that guy was mostly absent anyway. It felt pretty much as if once she'd been delivered in the hands of the Research Center that had lobbied so hard for her expertise, she'd gotten lost within the mazes of RC bureaucracy. Her first days she'd spent in complete bewilderment as to how things were going, but then the plan came into fruition while she spent her days fiddling on the controls. Bit by bit she had figured out how to make the Port function again... which was pretty much her specialty. And from that moment on all she had to to was wait for an opening. 

It had been just another day. Just another lunch break. “Will you be okay here?” they'd asked, and she'd nodded and smiled, poring over notes and charts and the mechanical construct of the Port that she'd finished three days ago already. “Do you want us to bring some lunch with us?”

“No thanks, I'm fine. I'll call you when I've finally figured it out,” she'd said, turning back to her work. They'd walked away and closed the door behind them, swiping their cards through the slots and effectively locking her into the room.

Well, she'd have been locked in if the Port hadn't already been up and running of course. She waited until their footsteps behind the glass doors had died away, took one wistful look at the steelgray Parsian sky outside the window, then hotwired the Port to open. She'd looked up and programmed in the coordinates ages ago. 

While it took a whole Port team to keep a large Port open for indefinite time, it wasn't all that hard for someone as Adept as Sirka to open up a Port. Even without access to her talents, she knew enough about energy to redirect it into tearing open that hole in Reality. And once she had the coordinates, all she had to do was unleash her hack into the software that would delete all of her data on the Port, and step through. She grabbed her bag, flipped off the security camera's, and she'd stepped onto a warmly sunlit beach in Jediah in the early morning. The world lurched in that way that she could never get used to, she stumbled – and then she saw the house that she /knew/ Joy was occupying. It had all happened in under two minutes. 

Initially she'd meant to use Joy as a leverage for Seamon to help her and maybe beat her up. Over the months she'd built up this smoldering hatred for the girl that had pushed her in the water and left her to die. It might have been irrational, but she saw the same distrust and hatred in the younger girl's eyes. Sirka /knew/ she'd been wrong with what she'd been doing, even though most of it was a nightmarish blur. Yet Joy had left her to die, she'd left her in the hands of the Parsian authorities and the icy cold waters. She'd thought that she'd died in those waters again, only to wake up in a hospital with a frowning doctor hovering over her. “Look at what the cat dragged in,” he'd sneered, and then walked off, leaving her bewildered and panicking and nearly choking in her own breath in a hospital bed. Yet that hadn't been the worst of it. 

The authorities had not waited until she'd regained her strength. They'd sealed her up again immediately. Crystal glinted around her wrists again only an hour after she'd awakened. She'd cried and begged, but they had not given a damn. The doctor that had sneered at her earlier told her flatly that the stitches underneath the crystal would dissolve on their own and heal up again, but that her arteries were so damaged that if she'd ever take the bonds off, she'd probably die there and then. And while she'd still been reeling from that news, they'd infused the metal, and suddenly everything was gone. Everything she was, everything that had ever been a part of her. The energy and the possibility which had been such a core part of her being... it was all gone and the world was dark and empty. 

She didn't think she'd forgive Joy for that. Ever. Maybe she'd rather have died than experience this.

The plasma gun she'd been carrying was one she'd stole from one of her security guards. It was useless in her hands because it was attuned to his fingerprints, but Joy wouldn't have known that. She'd wanted to scare and hurt the other girl, just so she'd know the terror that Sirka had felt in the waters and in the hospital. And then she'd ask Seamon to help her. She didn't know anyone else to ask. 

He'd felt what it was like, to have part of you cut off and held out of your reach forever. Nobody in Parsia would ever let her get close to her talents again. She hadn't expected that Seamon of all people would let her, but with the Lentagon out of the equation she hoped that he would be more forgiving than she feared. Of course he hadn't been. But at least she was out of Parsia now, and in relative freedom. She was on the run, sure, but she was used to being on the run. At least she wasn't alone now – even though Joy's smoldering gray eyes were boring into her back, even though Valeria and Seamon watched her every move. 

And of course, there was the Lentagon – a possibility of a new one. Seamon was working on it but his progress was slow because he had to invent the wheel all over again. Of course it was. Seamon was the strongest in the family, but he simply didn't have her experience, her knack for paratechnology. Like their mother, Seamon was a powerhouse. Their father had been the scientist, as she would have been. As everyone had thought she would be. Sirka closed her eyes for a moment and sighed a shuddering sigh. /Don't even go there,/ she told herself. /Don't torture yourself about what could have been, it won't get you anywhere. Focus on the here and now.../ 

She opened her eyes slowly and focused on the long road ahead of them. Behind her, Joy and Seamon were embracing. Seamon was whispering sweet nothings in Joy's ear, probably making up for their spat on the road. Next to her, Valeria's eyes were fixed on the road just as steadily. The car was making great time, but the comments Val had made about roadblocks and having to be inventive bothered her. “You know what would really help,” she mused out loud. “A Portstation. We could just push through, and then we could go anywhere.” 

Valeria shrugged. “It would be brilliant, but I don't think we'd ever be able to get even close to one. If there's anything heavily guarded right now, it'd be Portstations. If Jediah's anything like Parsia in that regard, the guard will have tripled by now. There's now way we could fight through all those people.” She shot an assessing look at Sirka. “You should know that. Didn't you use to work at a Portstation?”

“Yes, I did,” she confessed. She knew all the security protocols still by heart. “I was just saying that it would be great if we could just hijack one. We could go anywhere in just a heartbeat. Bellamy or Celeste, or even back to Parsia if we felt especially daring.” 

“You're crazy,” Valeria said, but it didn't sound disapproving. There was a small smile playing around her lips as she said thoughtfully: “I think our only shot on Porting the fuck out of the country is still back in Backo.” 

Did she mean the Portstation or...?

“Well, you know by now that Seamon was working on a prototype Lentagon, right?” Valeria asked.

Behind her, Seamon said: “It's nowhere near finished though.” 

“And completely out of reach,” Valeria added. “There's no way we can get back there without risking our necks even further than we already do. I don't want to die for that stupid amplifier, I have other stuff to worry about.”

Sirka wondered for a moment how far exactly he would be. How close would he be to completion? Then again, did it matter? Trying to pick it up would get them killed even faster than just trying to flee. “We're in deep shit, aren't we,” she mused out loud.

Valeria laughed. “No kidding. Unless we get our hands on some workable crystal, chances are big that we're completely fucked anyway... we just don't know it yet. God, I hope that Ramon can help us a bit. He said he could. If only we could get rid of that tag fluid...”

Seamon snorted. “I was just thinking that we're fucking lucky that Parsia doesn't use tag fluids. If they'd known how to track us back then we would have died a messy death a long time ago.” 

“Not really,” Valeria pointed out. “They used you to get to your sister, so they were tracing you anyway. So the messy death is debatable; we all got out of the situation more or less intact.” Her hazel eyes flicked to the crystal-and-metal fusing on Sirka's wrists. Their eyes locked for a moment, and Sirka thought she could see a bit of sympathy there. Seamon had never told her how he'd gotten his own bonds downgraded to only first level, but she thought she knew now. It had to be Valeria; Joy was not strong enough. Valeria knew enough about the loss of talent to unchain a convicted terrorist from the bonds that encapsuled his talent. It might be interesting to remember, later on. Maybe she had a bit of an ally in Valeria.

She stared at the mess that was her wrists. There were angry red scars all around the bands that encircled her wrists; some showed the stitched, other tears in her skin had simply been glued together. They hadn't been going for prettiness when they dragged her out of the water and into the emergency room. Whatever the doctor had done, he'd saved her life. It was just that apart from the crystal seals, he'd made a mess of what used to be flawless skin. Of course she'd been the first to slash up her wrists, so she should give doctor Reest some more credit here. For the millionth time she wondered whether he had spoken the truth that day when he told her that taking off her bonds would probably kill her. Had he just said it to inspire fear, to make sure she'd never do it? He sure hated her guts enough to burden her with this. But on the other hand, why should he care if she killed herself in an escape attempt, then? 

Staring at the crystal around her wrists, Sirka knew that there was never going to be an answer unless she would try it, one day. If only the metal would be burnt out of these bonds, that would be a start. She could live with the crystal. It hurt, it had been killing her slowly, but it had been /something/ at least. It had been a semblance of life, instead of this aching emptiness.

Valeria had talked about workable crystal. Was she serious? In that case, it would be bloody ironic if they would find themselves working crystal into an amplifier and the only one in their merry band of travelers who actually knew what she was doing, would be unable to access her talents. Maybe she should plead with them, tell them that they needed her. Would they even believe her? Joy regarded her as some sort of monster, and Seamon had flat-out told her that he didn't trust her.

She balled her hands in her lap and closed her eyes for a moment. /No use speculating, we might just die at the next turn of the road. There might be someone Porting in right now to kill us horribly before either Valeria or Seamon can do anything, and then we'll be a smear on the road. What use will all that speculation be when that Port opens?/

And that was when Reality was torn open a Port opened next to the road, not far from where they were driving.

Sirka screamed.

CHAPTER SEVEN: SILENT BULLET

Valeria had yanked at the wheel a split second before the scream could even leave Sirka's lips. 

The Port came into existence at the side of the road, between a couple of pine trees. It hovered a few feet above the ground, twisting and tearing Reality in a way that had become sickening to Sirka now that she couldn't control Reality anymore like she used to. The channeled energy of the Port shimmered around the tear in the air – red and white, hot and crackling. There was always heat involved in Porting, but it was as if the heat existed in another dimension. It could not touch the traveler, which made for safe passage between locations. 

The car screeched to a halt before the traveler had even stepped through the Port, burning rubber on the asphalt. Before they could even see who had passed through, Seamon threw himself out of the car with the gun they'd stolen from the government officials in hand. Sirka followed right after, throwing open her own door, only to find that there was only one person standing at the side of the road. 

A young man wearing a bagpack; her age, maybe. Not Parsian, but very obviously Jedian, with his stocky physique and his broad shoulders. He was olive-skinned, with dark eyes and dark hair. It was a messy thick mane that curled over his shoulders. Sexy. And fuck, he was /strong/. He was dangerous. Sirka gasped for breath and instinctively wanted to access her talents to barbecue him at the spot, but found herself grappling at nothing. 

“Ramon!” Valeria cried out, dashing over the asphalt road without looking if any car might be coming. Uncaring about the circumstances, she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. “I'm so glad you're here!”

This was Ramon? This guy? Sirka could see the appeal, despite the fact that he was so very Jedian. His potential was off the scale. She had never met anyone her age that was as strong was he was. Hell. She looked at Seamon and Joy for a moment, and found that the two of them were standing next to the car. Seamon was just lowering his gun, but he was still eying the other suspiciously.

On the other side of the road, Ramon endured the hug for two seconds, before he pushed her off him. “We have to go,” he said in Jedian. It took Sirka a moment before she figured that he wasn't speaking her language, and realized that she'd have to polish up her Jedian real quickly if she wanted to get along with their new travel companion. If Ramon was really able to help them, she needed to be able to communicate with him. Thank God she'd followed some heavy courses in Jedian at the University back in the day. Most paramagic and aptitude research was done in Jediah, so her textbooks had always been largely Jedian. One needed to speak fluent Jedian before they studied at the Delgado University in her subject.

That had been before she blew up her house and before she drowned twice, though. After she'd dumped the Lentagon in Lake Mentorna she'd nearly died. Afterwards, her memory had never been the same again. Especially her short-term memory seemed shot to hell. 

“Sure, let's do that,” said Valeria, staring at him with that glare that Sirka had quickly categorized as 'pissed off'. Her Jedian was accented, but it came so rapid that it didn't make much of a difference. “Hop on in, you can sit in the back with Joy and Seamon. I'm sure we can all get acquainted on the way to wherever.” 

“Out of the country, I might hope,” Ramon smiled lazily. “You're on the news already. You're as fucked as you said you were.”

Valeria turned away from him and walked back to the car. “I wasn't kidding, you know.” 

Ramon shrugged and went to join the others. His dark eyes held Sirka's for a moment. She could feel his assessing look... and then the shock in his eyes when he saw the crystal-and-metal around her wrists. It was glistening in the sunlight. “I'm so sorry,” he said. The word was the same in Parsian and Jedian, and it touched her more than from anyone else she'd seen respond to her situation. “Thanks,” she nodded, and got into the car. She was reeling for a moment as she closed the door behind her.

In the back of the car, the rest was indeed getting acquainted as Valeria opened the car's air intake and turned the key for ignition. She hit the gas pedal and murmured: “Sirka, why don't you check the dashboard drawer; there might be a board computer in here. I could program the road for a bit, so we can talk.”

She did so, and found a rather old-fashioned board computer that she quickly slotted in. While Valeria was programming (and very pointedly /not/ looking at the back of the car), Sirka turned to the dark-haired young man sitting in the back seat. He might have been as dark as her brother, and nearly as powerful, but the two looked nothing alike. Where Seamon had been called pretty by Sirka's friends in the past with his fine features and his wiry frame, Ramon was masculinity on legs. His jaw was stubbled, his hair was unruly (he had an elastic band around his wrist that he probably used to tie his hair back), he had broad shoulders and looked like he frequently worked out in the gym. 

The aptitude amount in the back of the car was distracting, though. Sometimes Sirka wished she couldn't feel the possibilities anymore; it was cruel to have that constant reminder of her talents staring her in the face. But the bonds cut her off from what she /could/, not from what she was. And she was an Adept; always would be... until someone would burn her talents out of her, but that something she didn't want to think about. That truly was a fate worse than death. 

Ramon, Seamon and Joy were unaware of all these muses, they were introducing themselves to one another. It turned out that Seamon and Ramon'd had some run-ins in the research facility in Backo already, but Joy was new to him. “Ramon Telchian,” he said, shaking her outstretched hand. “Joy Harting,” she responded. “Nice to meet you, even under these circumstances.” 

He merely grunted at that, before he turned to Seamon. “So you're the one responsible for this mess?” 

Seamon shrugged. “Partly. Mostly my sister, though.” 

Ramon's eyes rested on Sirka again, and she hated the feeling of her fluttering stomach. “Hi,” she said. “Sirka Lentan.” 

“I know who you are,” he said. “The Lentagon terrorist.” 

“Terrorist's such a big word,” she responded, smiling faintly. She wondered if she could ever get rid of that particular annotation. Unlike Seamon, she'd never planned to blow anything up. All she'd wanted was to have the Lentagon for herself and to protect it from the government, from anyone else. To be called a terrorist hurt, even after all these years.

Ramon shrugged and grinned. “Oh, don't apologize to me. You're free to blow up any part of Parsia you like, as far as I'm concerned.” 

“Thank you for your permission, but we're kind of done with that thing,” Seamon said ironically. There was tension there, Sirka could feel it. Something like rivalry, or territorial behaviour. Funny how that thing went with guys. 

Next to her, Valeria turned around as she finished programming the board computer. “I've fed it some random route,” she said. “Now that everyone's friendly with one another, I want to talk business.” She sighed. “First of all, Ramon, I'm so fucking sorry for dragging you into this. I don't know how you managed to find us that quickly, and why you're doing this, but thank you.” 

Ramon smirked and held up a crystal pendant. It was stained reddish on the inside. “Ligian voodoo works as well as the stories say it does, apparently. I can't believe how good this thing works. I had your location within minutes, and from there on it was guesswork and predictions. Which brings me to my first point: if I can predict where you are, so can the government.” 

“I know. I'm not sure I dare to let us Port again. We can't Port far enough unaided to make it worth the loss of a vehicle.” 

“Let me finish, then,” Ramon said. His dark eyes were sparkling. “You think I brought this bag just because I think it's fun to drag stuff around? Well, no. I have two things inside. First of all, I know how to get rid of your tags, but there is a catch. I'll come to that in a second. Second, once I've removed your tags, we need to Port the fuck out of here. It'll be worth losing the vehicle if they can't track us anymore. I know a place nearby we could lay low.”

Nobody said anything, everyone was listening to what he would say next. Ramon shrugged and continued: “The tag fluid is based on-” and said a Jedian word that Sirka didn't know. 

It made Valeria's eyes grow wide, though, and before Sirka could ask what the hell he was saying, Valeria's outburst already said it all. The word had been /hormones/.“You mean it fucked enough with my system to make me /pregnant/? Despite the implant?” 

“I should have known,” Ramon said. He didn't meet her burning hazel eyes, but instead stared past her. “Stupid of me. And here's the cincher; when I was a kid my parents had me tagged because they were afraid I'd get kidnapped or something ridiculous. As a teen I figured out what the components of the tag fluid were, and I managed to create something of a counter-agent. I injected myself with it and it nearly killed me, but it got me off the radar.” 

“Won't it kill us, then?” Joy asked, stumbling a bit over her heavily accented Jedian. Somewhere during Ramon's speech, her hand had snaked into Seamon's. Their fingers had twined. It would've been cute if Sirka hadn't despised the girl so much. “If it's so dangerous?” 

“Of course not,” he responded. “I was fifteen years old and I had no clue what the fuck I was doing. Also, the drinking I did afterwards didn't help matters. Anyway, I've improved on the formula and it shouldn't be dangerous for adults like you now. It'll make you invisible for the tag trackers. They'll still have satellites, but at least it's something.”

“Where's the catch?” asked Valeria sharply. 

He sighed and then looked her squarely in the eye. “My counter agent is hormone-based, too.”

“Will it be dangerous for the kid?” 

A nod. “I think so.” 

“Oh.” 

“Do you have any certainty that-...” 

“No. It could be fine. There's just a chance. A big one.” 

Valeria bit her lip. “What do you think? It's your kid too.”

Ramon shook his head. “This child is my only chance on a family any time soon. I don't have any family, they all died in Laetona when the bomb fell. For me there's a lot riding on this child. I don't want it to die.”

Sirka looked from one to the other. Two parents before their time, sitting in a car that was programmed to flee, in a situation they didn't want to be in. What a decision they had to make in a split second; Sirka was glad she didn't have this responsibility. Still, she felt like she had to say something. She decided to be honest and direct; Valeria seemed to appreciate that kind of approach. “If we don't get our tag removed, the kid will be pretty much dead anyway. If you die, the kid dies.” 

“And if I live, there's just a chance it dies,” Valeria said. Her eyes were far-off and distant. “Damned if you do, damned if you don't,” she whispered. 

A silence fell. One, two, three seconds, while the car drove itself and everyone could very nearly /hear/ Valeria's mind mulling over the issue. And then the decision was taken. “We'll just have to take our chances. Let's leave it up to fate whether this kid lives or dies. Our lives are pretty much forfeit anyway.” She took a deep breath. “Alright. I'm sorry Ramon. Please shoot me up.” 

***

Ramon Telchian must have had some sort of medical training, Seamon figured. He was way too practiced with how he prepared those needles. It showed through in every gesture, every motion. Despite the moving car, he effortlessly found a vein in Valeria's arm and injected the colourless fluid. “You'll probably have heat spells, maybe some dizziness and headaches,” he said, before preparing another needle. 

He then turned to Sirka, who shook her head. “I'm a new arrival,” she said. “I'm not tagged. Not with anything Jedian, at least,” she added.

“Alright.” Joy was next. She stuck her arm out and regarded Ramon intently, but she didn't say anything as he did his thing. Ramon didn't say anything to her, either. He just did his job and finally turned to Seamon. 

His touch was clinical and professional, but Seamon there was so much going on during that single contact that he hardly even felt the needle. The physical contact allowed the two of them to suddenly feel the very precise amount of potential that the other harboured. Seamon felt the difference between them so clearly it was almost painful. He'd known he was a bit stronger than the Jedian, but this just finalized it. /I am stronger than you are,/ Seamon knew. It was a couple of points on the scale that Ramon's family had invented, a handful of points. Yet it was the difference between nearly killing yourself while creating a portal, or creating one pretty effortlessly. It was enough of a difference.

When Ramon carefully took the needle out again, their eyes met for one moment. There was a world of unspoken words there – a communication Seamon later would be hard-pressed to describe. But there was a bit of submission mingled with defiance and spite there, arrogance and pride and ambition. 

“So,” Seamon said, “It's awfully nice of you to help us, Ramon. What are you getting out of it?” 

“Besides safekeeping what is going to be my family, you mean?” More defiance. There was a fire burning there. Oh, Ramon hated his guts. That much was obvious. Seamon wondered whether it was his nationality or his potential that caused it. It was probably both. 

“Besides that.” 

Ramon smirked. “You're sharp, I have to give you that. You're right. I'm not laying my ass on the line for naught. I want whatever you create as amplifier and hand it over to the government. I brought some crystal you can work on... as far as I know, your sister is one of the actual inventors of the Lentagon, yes? You guys can work together. I'll just tell the government I got it over your dead bodies or something. It's a win-win situation. You guys run free, I have a family, and I'm the rightful owner of the crystal amplifier.” 

“Won't they take it from you anyway, then?” Valeria asked curiously. Her fingers were pressing on a piece of cloth on her arm. “If they're smart, then they'll nab it from you and kill you or something.”

He bristled at that. “First of all; I'll hold legal ownership and I have a say in what happens to it. I'll have first experimentation rights. And second of all, they won't just /kill/ me. You seem to forget who I am.” 

Seamon couldn't help but laugh at that. The guy was, what, five years older than he was, and still so naive? “When it comes to power, you're just another expendable to the government Ramon. If you're dangerous in their eyes, they won't hesitate to terminate you. Don't forget who /we/ are. We're as much aptitude nobility as you are, Sirka and I.” 

“And somehow you guys have two government pursuing you, and I don't.” 

“Except for your own, you mean.” 

“They don't even know that they're looking for me,” Ramon bit back. 

Seamon was about to retort something like 'Not yet', but Valeria cut in irritably: “Guys, seriously. Quit the pissing contest and let's get back to matters at hand, alright?”

“Right,” Seamon said, leaning back in his seat. 

“How long before this stuff takes effect?” Valeria asked, always practical. 

Ramon shrugged. “An hour or so. Just relax and keep the car going on the board computer. I'll holler when you can pull over, and then we can Port to where we want to be.”

“Are you sure it's safe?” Joy asked. Her hand squeezed softly in his grip. No, Joy was not having a good time. Suddenly it seemed that whatever amity there had been between them earlier was gone. It was the beach house all over again; in an unfamiliar and threatening situation she automatically turned to him. Stupidly enough that made him feel grateful. He squeezed back reassuringly.

“There's no way anyone knows about that place. It's the beach house of acquaintances of my parents who are currently too busy fighting out a lawsuit over a heritage that this beach house is a part of. It's isolated, small, forgotten, there's no valuables, and no one's been there for years. I don't think it's even still hooked up on the comm network. I've been there a few times when I needed some time for myself for studies with no distractions.”

“That should be alright then.” 

“Of course it is,” Ramon nearly sneered. 

Joy's fingers, entwined with his, clenched for a moment. She frowned at the young Jedian man with annoyance but didn't say anything. Instead, she just lay her head on Seamon's shoulder and closed her eyes. Seamon nuzzled her dark blond hair for a bit and breathed the scent of it for a moment. All they could do now was wait – wait until the counter agent did what it had to do and neutralized the tag fluid somehow. 

He'd never been one for waiting, though. 

“So can I take a look at that crystal you brought?” he asked. “Perhaps I can get a headstart already. I have my calculations and stuff right here in my communicator.” 

“Sure,” Ramon said, still with that spiteful light in his eyes. He turned to his bagpack and began rummaging through it, until he found what he was looking for. “This should do the trick, yes?” He held it up where it could catch the sunlight from outside; a ball of crystal – not as clear as the Lentagon had been, not as purely rounded. It was more egg-shaped and it was stained and unclear in places, but it looked workable enough.

“Looks like it.” He took the crystal in his hands and marveled at the coolness of it, as always. He reached out and found the crystal waiting to happen. Oh yes, this was definitely workable. It would take some work, but he could definitely do something with this. If anything, this was more suited than the fragmented crystal they let him work on in the Backo research center. “Definitely workable,” he said to Ramon, and when he looked up again he felt kinship and understanding for the first time since he'd met the Jedian. Whatever was between them; envy, territorial behaviour, the enmity of coming from warring nations... in the end the two of them were still bloody talented adepts. And where it came to matters of crystal and energy, they understood one another. 

He took his communicator from his pocket and flipped it open, but before he could even call up his calculations, he felt his sister smirk before she even said anything. “Be a dear and show me those calculations if you would, Seamon,” she said. “I know how you are with maths.” 

He snorted. “You knew how I was at maths at age fifteen. Things change, you know.” 

“I know. But you're not one for details, and that hasn't changed.” She paused for a moment, regarding him with sadness. “And besides, I'd like to make myself at least somewhat useful.” 

He gave her the communicator wordlessly, watching her as she took in his calculations and diagrams. There was the light of intelligence in her eyes as she scanned his work, and suddenly he was reminded of their father. Sirka had always taken more after dad, while he had been more like their mother. Yet, to see her sitting in a car looking like the spitting image of his father was rather surreal. He found that he was squeezing Joy's hand tightly and let go slowly. Joy didn't complain, but she was regarding him quizzically.

Sirka typed in some commands, but not very many. As she read and called up new diagrams, she was beginning to smile a little. “This is actually pretty good stuff,” she finally said. She smiled brilliantly at him, the best smile he'd seen from her since forever. “This is a great start. It's all coming back to me now, I think I can recreate the rest from memory and reason. If the crystal's as good as you say, I think we need just a day or three to work our magic. I'll do the math, you'll do the groundwork.” 

Excitement bubbled in his stomach. “We're going to recreate the Lentagon? Seriously?” 

“I think we need to name it differently, though. It wouldn't be proper, with what happened because of the last one,” she responded, laughing. 

“But still, it's going to be the same principle. We're going to pick up where our parents left off. At last.” 

He hardly even noticed that Joy's hand was clenching around his now, squeezing painfully. He ignored the burning fire in Ramon's eyes. He even forgot about the hormone cocktail in his blood. There was just the joy in Sirka's eyes, and the realization that she looked so alive, so happy, despite the crystal-and-metal around her wrists. And there was possibility.

And that was enough to forget the rest, even only for a moment.

CHAPTER EIGHT: A HOLE IN THE EARTH

For a while, Valeria took on manual control of the car, after conferring shortly with Ramon in rapid Jedian on the location of his aforementioned beach house. They were talking about how it would be somewhat easier if the distance they had to cross wouldn't be so large, even though they could space out the Portable distance between both Ramon and Seamon.

Seamon didn't pay much attention to their conferring, apart from some quiet wonder on how much Ramon would be able to take where it came to Porting. How far could he /really/ Port without exhausting or even killing himself? And how close did he really want to be near the house when they disappeared off the radar? It was obvious that the area was going to be searched – it would be awful if they'd be sitting in that house working on their Lentagon Mark Two and find the Jedian government on their bloody doorstep. 

Still, it was their best shot, so he decided to leave the fleeing to Ramon and Valeria and focused himself on getting Sirka up to speed on his findings concerning crystal and energy. She only had to correct him in a few places, on things he had been wondering about anyway. He could see a bit of pride and enthusiasm in her eyes – also so much like their father, when he'd done something right – as she challenged him, set questions, drew diagrams on his communicator screen with the stylus. At one point he looked up at her and saw that she was grinning just as stupidly as she was. “We haven't done this in forever, have we,” he said.

“No kidding, I missed this,” she said elatedly. “It's like being home at the dinnertable again. I've missed these discussions so fucking much.” 

“Without the government, without the insanity, without the Lentagon finished yet. Best time of my life,” Seamon agreed. “I loved how you guys involved me, even though I was just in high school.” 

Sirka nodded. “More so than poor Mirella – did you ever think on that? I feel so guilty on how we screwed her over... all of us. Mom, dad... but you and me the worst.” 

“I hope she was alright after what happened at the lake. She never deserved what we did to her. I apologized to her, when I was on the way to you in Mentorn,” he said, remembering the letter. It had seemed so inadequate, but it had been all he could do. Just a short message, telling her sorry, that it was unfair that people blamed her 'faulty upbringing' for the mess he had caused during his Young Radical days. 

“Did you see her?” 

He shook his head. “No, I left her a message. I knew she was being watched, I didn't dare to look her up.” 

“Rightfully so,” Joy suddenly said. “Her place was bugged. It's a good thing you never set foot there.” 

He looked sharply at his girlfriend. “How the hell do you know that?” 

Joy shrugged. “Val and I went to see her, on the way to Mentorn. It's one of the reasons why it took us so long to catch up with you.” 

“What?!” he yelped, nearly dropping his communicator, calculations forgotten. “Why the hell did you never tell me?”

She lowered her eyes for a moment. “I'm sorry. It just... everything before the lake... it all seems so long ago. It never came up, I never thought of it again.” 

“She's my fucking sister!” he protested, but Sirka said: “How was she doing?” 

Joy responded on the latter inquiry, not very surprisingly. “She was doing well enough, I suppose. She told us a bit about how life had been being a normal human being in an adept family... and she was sorrowful about you two. She was very happy with your message, Seamon. She said it was all she ever wanted to hear.” 

Sirka's hand touched his. Her hand was warm, clammy almost. “What did you tell her?” 

“That I was sorry, and that it was never her fault, no matter what anyone said.” 

“And then the next thing she knew was that she was dragged out of her house by the Parsian authorities to be used as a hostage against us.” She covered her face in her hands for a moment. “Ironically enough, the last thing she told me before all this was not to fuck up. Look how that turned out.” 

“When was that?” asked Joy quietly. She wiped her hair out of her face, which was clearly displaying beads of sweat. It wasn't supposed to be this warm in the car, right?

Sirka smiled that frighteningly empty smile of hers. “Right after I got my ass dragged out of Lake Mentorna the first time. When everyone thought I was dead. I didn't see her, but she gave me money and clothes and told me to get the hell out of Delgado. And not to fuck up like you, Seamon.” 

/Ouch./ 

He cringed for a moment, but then placed the remark into the context of the time – this had been after he'd been incarcerated for stealing the Lentagon with hostile intent. That would qualify as a fuckup, he supposed. 

“...And then I went ahead and did it anyways. If there's anyone who didn't deserve all this shit it's her,” Sirka concluded somberly. “We should be so fucking sorry.” 

“If you guys are done with your trip down memory lane,” Valeria cut in gently, speaking in Jedian for Ramon's convenience, “then we've arrived to our destination. Ramon says that by now our tag agents should be scrambled enough that they can't track us anymore, and we should Port the hell out of here if we want to stand any chance.” 

They all nodded. 

It was about time too, Seamon had been starting to feel increasingly flustered. Was that the hormones? Maybe the emotional thoughts on Mirella and the past were also enhanced by the hormones, he wondered, but then decided it didn't matter.  He was glad to get out of the car and into the early afternoon breeze. It was still blistering hot outside in the sun, but he could at least feel the wind here. Also, there was shade from the pine trees that had been planted on the opposite sides of the road. 

The road was deserted. It was a small road anyway, badly maintained if the pinetree roots breaking through the gravel were any indication. It twisted and turned in wide loops, so the turns of the road were pretty much blocked from view. 

“Will they search for us here, you think?” Joy asked, taking in her surroundings. 

Valeria shrugged. “Probably. The Jedian government is meticulous to say the least. Do you have all your stuff? You won't be able to get back here to get anything.” 

“I don't have anything but the clothes I'm wearing,” Joy said, chewing her lip. “I didn't even think of that.” 

“Here's to hoping they have detergent in Ramon's house,” Valeria said lightly, and smiled at Ramon when he perked up at the sound of his name. 

The Jedian didn't look too happy that the girls were talking about him in a language he didn't speak, but he seemed to let it slide. “Maybe it's best if we don't leave the car just behind like this,” he mused out loud. “Valeria, would you do the honours and indulge in some destruction for us?” 

The auburn-haired girl shrugged. “Sure. Everyone step back!” 

Seamon felt her energy flare and felt the heat displacement around him just a fraction of a second before the car went up in a ball of flames. It looked quite spectacular. The car was burning from the inside out, flames fanned by pure energy combined with the already present oxygen in the tank. 

“Was that even necessary?” Joy murmured, as she came to stand next to him. “They know it’s our car anyway, the thing was bugged. This won’t stop them in any way from locating us.”

“Probably not,” Seamon answered. “It doesn’t really matter though. If Ramon wants to blow up a vehicle, then he’s totally entitled to do it. It won’t slow us down or anything.”

“I don’t trust him,” she said. It was faint, like a breath, but her face and her grey eyes were steely with seriousness. “There’s something weird about him. Something edgy.”

He studied her face for a moment, chewing on her comment and wondering. It wasn’t strange that she distrusted, maybe even disliked him. Ramon had been dismissive of her mere presence, probably because of her aptitude level. The language barrier wasn’t helping matters. Joy had studied her Jedian had in the past few months, but she was far from fluent especially in speaking. Still, Joy had not referred to the communication, she had indicated a gut feeling. She felt something was off about him and that was something he might understand. Ramon was in competition with him, he could sense that very keenly. But was that the edge? And if there was more, did they have any choice?

His thoughts were cut off by Ramon beckoning them. “Time to Port!”

He took Joy’s hand in his and nodded. “There’s nothing we can do about it now, he’s our best shot at freedom at this moment.”

“I know,” Joy said softly, not looking at him and barely moving her lips. As if they weren’t having a conversation at all. Ramon and Valeria wouldn’t notice a thing. “Just so you know.”

“I’ll watch him,” he promised.

“That’s all I ask.”

They joined the others, where Ramon quickly brought him up to speed concerning their surroundings by whipping out his communicator and calling up the maps of the area. “We’re here,” he said, tapping on the screen with his stylus, “and this is where we need to go for now. I’ll do the rest – it’s pretty close by from there, and then we can walk the rest.”

He nodded. “Doable, but it’s going to be painful. I already ported today… and the fire energy thing was very draining as well.”

Valeria snorted. “Dying’s painful too.”

“Shut up,” he told her friendly, “or /you/ can Port us that distance and see how you like it.”

Valeria grinned cheekily at him. “Hurry, big boy. Get us out of here.”

“I don’t think the crystal’s going to be helpful, is it?” Sirka asked. She held up the crystal, and that startled him for a moment – it was just a flash, a jolt of memory. Her voice combined with the sunlight on the crystal seemed to take him right back to his teens, to the traumatic explosion that destroyed his life and killed his parents. It lasted maybe a second before it passed, but he held his breath regardless. Dammit, when were those stupid flashes going to end? He was supposed to be over that by now!

He shook his head to get rid of the images and retrieved his voice. “Too unstable. I’ll just Port us. Just make sure you’re close… lay your hand on my shoulder or something. Physical contact makes it easier for me.”

The concentration came easily. Over all the years, he had conditioned himself to touch the nothingness of meditation in his mind with just thinking one word. /Focus/. That was all that he needed. From there on, it was thinking of the location where he was and where he wanted to be. And then there was the energy all around him. He ripped and pulled through Reality, and Reality ripped and pulled at his mind in return. It hurt more than it did this morning. It was a blinding, sickening /ripping/ in his mind, as if something wanted to pull his brains out through his ears- but then there was the location on the other side of the Port and he stumbled through. Sirka caught him in his arms – strange, how familiar her scent still was, like home and childhood – and he managed to dissipate the hole in reality just in time before the world toppled and there was an undetermined time of nothing.

When he opened his eyes, Joy was hanging over him, stroking hair out of his face while he was lying on his side on the rocky ground. “Are you okay?”

The light was blinding. He closed his eyes again in hope to avoid the headache, but failed. “Fuck,” he muttered. He’d forgotten how much it hurt. He always forgot somehow. The memory of the energy and the rightness of Porting always remained, but the pain just didn’t stick. And when it came, it was like a blow to the face. Sure, he knew that it would hurt, but he’d always forget just how much. He tasted blood in his mouth, too.

“Seriously though, is he /supposed/ to bleed when he does that?” he heard Joy ask, as if from a great distance. He blinked, once, twice. Stabs of light attacked his brain. Not good.

“I used to get horrid nosebleeds because of the bonds,” Sirka said from somewhere. “It happens, when there’s immense energy involved. It puts a strain on you.”

“I’ll never Port twice in one day again,” he promised himself, whispering to the air. He opened his eyes again and found the brightness diminishing in quality. Things were clearing up again. Joy leaned over to him and kissed him on the cheek. “That’s not the only thing you did today,” she reminded him.

“I know,” he sighed. Now that was /really/ something he didn’t want to dwell upon. If there was a list of things he really fucking regretted in his life, then this would be a top three event. Possibly number two; the number one position would forever be occupied by the decision to go along with that hair-brained Young Radicals scheme to steal the Lentagon, but that was mostly because of the consequences for his life and that of his family. What he did today… it was horrible, but it had been self-defense. He was not quite sure how he could regret taking out somebody who was very ready to kill him, even if the sheer thought of his deed nauseated him. He pushed himself into a sitting position and clenched his teeth when the world swayed drunkenly. Ramon asked him something and it took him a moment to realize that it hadn’t been Parsian. He blinked up at the other young man and couldn’t think of the Jedian words to answer him.

His sister did it instead. “Give him a moment, Ramon. He’s okay to walk in a bit.”

Joy reached out her hands to him and he grabbed them. She pulled him up, which made the world lurch even heavier. He swaggered a moment, until Joy wrapped her arms around him. “You’ll have to do this for a bit sweetheart, if you want me to walk,” he murmured.

She smiled up at him. “That’s fine. You just take it easy.” Her smile faded a bit. “Valeria’s a bit indisposed as well.”

He looked in the direction she indicated and spotted Valeria leaning against a pine tree, hunched over and retching. She looked miserable. “What…”

“It could be many things,” Joy said. “It could be just the Porting, with her being pregnant and all. Some pregnant women can’t take Porting; she could be one of them.” She paused for a moment, watching Valeria do her messy business behind a bush. “It could also be the counter agent wreaking havoc on her hormones. I feel a bit weird, myself.”

“As do I,” Seamon confessed. He breathed deeply to stop the world from moving, like he usually did while hazing or drunk. Oxygen seemed the way to go right now.

“I hadn’t noticed,” Joy smiled. Her sarcasm sounded friendly, though. She sighed. “I hope she won’t lose the baby – this is heavy shit for someone in her first trimester.”

“Is she even sure that she wants this kid, then?”

Joy’s eyes flicked to Ramon, who seemed to be in conversation with Sirka. He couldn’t understand the Parsian they were speaking, but she still lowered her voice a bit. “I don’t think /he/ gives her a choice. Or any of us, really.”

/Shit Joy, when did you become so cynical?/ he thought, but didn’t speak it out loud. She sounded like Valeria, speculating like that. She was right, though. Valeria had called the life she was carrying a leverage, and in the vehicle Ramon had pretty much confirmed that. Seamon believed that they were nothing to Ramon. If Valeria would indeed miscarry, what would stop Ramon from calling the authorities to take them in? Or, if he really wanted to be cynical; there wasn’t much stopping him from calling those authorities anyway. Who knows, if he asked, maybe the Jedians kill them all except Valeria, keeping alive until the kid was born and then off her as well. The thought was pretty sobering.

“I think we really need to keep an eye on him,” Seamon concluded.

“Duly noted.”

In the distance, Valeria was wiping her mouth and went to rejoin them. “I don’t suppose that one of you has a bottle of water with them to rinse out my mouth, right?”

Ramon zipped open his bagpack and tossed her a bottle of spring water. “There you go.”

“Cheers.”

He watched her intently as she gurgled the water and spit it in the bushes. “How are you feeling? Any cramps down there? Headaches?”

“Just nauseated, thanks.” Valeria rubbed her bloodshot eyes tiredly. “God, I hate puke.”

“Do you think that the baby-”

“Don’t even /go/ there. I have no idea, and I don’t want to know. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, okay?” Her voice rang through the pinewoods. “Let’s just go, okay?”

Seamon nodded. “Yeah,” he agreed, leaning on Joy and ignoring the feeling of cotton in his head. At least his nose had stopped bleeding. “Let’s get the hell out of here so you can Port to that damn house.” 

CHAPTER NINE: SLEEPING WITH GHOSTS

Ramon did it differently than Seamon, that much was plain. She wondered whether it was a matter of personal or national style, but the way he opened his Port was different. It just /felt/ differently, as if he was approaching the manipulation of Reality in a completely different way. Valeria watched him closely to see what he was doing exactly, but what he was doing was too complex for her to follow. All she could do was feel his potential and note how much he was straining himself to do this. 

Seamon had never given this much of himself while he Ported. Not until today at least, but that was simply because he'd Ported a larger distance than usual on top of the fact that this wasn't his first Port of today. He was hormonally messed up, exhausted and stressed out, no wonder what it had cost him. And now Ramon was trying even harder. Valeria crossed her fingers and hoped for the best. From the first moment she been taught how to use her talents, it had been drilled into her time and again that every time you did more than you rightfully should be able to, you killed some braincells. And the more power you harnessed beyond your level, the more braincells you killed. 

Valeria and her colleagues had once calculated that every compression bomb they took out of commission robbed them of the same amount of braincells of a night of heavy drinking. What the hell did the boys do to themselves when they overdid it like that? What the hell had /Sirka/ done every time she'd broken through her bonds? Ramon's nose was starting to bleed now, too. 

Ah, there it was. Reality was starting to respond to Ramon's powerplay. Energy rippled the air, distorted all that was, all that she knew. God, it was nauseating. For one moment Valeria thought that it was because perhaps they hadn't walked far enough from Seamon's earlier Port, but then she realized that this was not the case. All the others were okay. She breathed heavily through her mouth to battle the wave of nausea, swallowing away hot bile for the second time today. Goddammit, was this morning sickness, just later in the afternoon? Was she really unable to Port? Was it stress? 

She took a few steps back and leaned against a tree. The bark stung her bare arms, but it felt delightfully real in a world that Ramon was twisting into a Portal. 

“Are you okay?” Joy asked. 

Valeria opened her eyes and realized that seconds had passed. She had not noticed the younger girl walking up to her. “Yeah,” she murmured. “Considering circumstances I am.” She was too off-kilter to make a quip about it, like she usually did. 

“Now that he's busy, I need to talk to you.”

“What is it?” 

Joy watched Ramon do his thing for a moment. “I won't beat around the bush. He's your boyfriend, I know... but I think there's something wrong about him. I think he's going to betray us all.” 

She couldn't help a sad smile. “He's not my boyfriend. We just happened to end up in bed together a couple of times. He's sexy, but I'm not sure I even like him.”

“I don't.” 

“That much is obvious. Why would he betray us?”

Joy wrinkled her nose. “Why did you, back in the day? For money, for glory. Ambition. Hell if I know. Can't you see how he hungers after the crystal and the baby both?” 

/Ah Joy, you've come so far./ She could still remember how Joy screamed at her when she'd pulled the gun on Seamon and Sirka in the house by the lake. She'd never suspected a thing, not during the whole roadtrip. Joy had been so caught up in her crush on Seamon that she conveniently forgot that he was still a wanted terrorist, as was his sister. And Valeria had let her, because she'd thought it would be easier. She'd tried to give Joy a way out, but the silly girl had stayed with them, opting to meet up with Sirka. She'd walked into danger open-eyed and horribly naïve, not even suspecting that Sirka would be totally off her fucking rocker and that Valeria had promised the Parsian government that she'd bring the terrorists in if she would be absolved of her desertion. Joy had never noticed anything, never looked twice at anything. And now she was the first person voicing concerns about Ramon. “You're completely right, babe,” she said. “And I'm on my guard as well. I might be a hormonal mess... and maybe even a mess in general... but Ramon has issues. Severe ones. He's as much a liability as Sirka. Perhaps even more.” 

“You think?” 

“Sirka lusts after only one thing; the crystal. She's a junkie that's given a promise of a fix... I don't think she can help it.” She could still remember the horror on Joy's face when she recounted what Sirka had done in that boat. Sirka had been completely lost at that point, but ever since she had felt what Sirka had been affected by she blamed the dark-haired adept a whole lot less. Ever since she'd had the Lentagon in her hands – ever since she'd destroyed it - she dreamt of that one moment where she had been able to take on the whole bloody world. Sometimes she woke up at night in sweat and gasping, on the brink of drawing too much on her talents. If the memory of that one moment was that powerful, what would it be like for someone who had spent that much time around that bloody thing? “But at least Sirka knows it. Ramon has no idea what he's up against, that makes him unpredictable. So yeah, we got to be careful.” 

Ahead from them, Ramon gave a sharp tug upon Reality itself and opened a Port. He swayed for a moment, but Sirka took his arm and dragged him through without being prompted to do so. Seamon followed on their heels.

“Come on,” Joy said. “Are you okay to step through?” 

Valeria nodded. “If this is the last time for now, I think I can do it.” She steeled herself and walked in the direction of the Port, bracing herself before she stepped through. Again the world lurched and she felt herself stumble. Strong arms caught her and for a moment she fancied that it was Ramon, but it was Seamon who had caught her. 

“Thanks,” she told him, and gratefully got up again. Around them, the forest seemed less dense and the soil more sandy. It was obvious that the hills were actually dunes, and the salty tang of the air told her that the sea was very close by. Hidden behind some bushes she could spot a wooden building, built like a lodge. “Is that where we're staying?” 

“It is,” said Ramon. “Wait here, I'll check it out and see if it is as deserted as it seems.” He turned around briskly, obviously not wanting to show what the Port had cost him, and walked off. To his credit, he only swaggered a few steps before he found his stride.

“He's so going to puke,” Sirka said. She was smiling her vague smile as she watched him go. 

Seamon grinned. “Probably. God Valeria, he's an ass.” 

/There we go again.../ Valeria rubbed over her face. “Just to be clear on this guys; he is /not/ my boyfriend. I don't even like him. He's an ass, he just happens to give off the right pheromones for a girl alone in an unfriendly country, you know?”

“You weren't the only lonely one out here, Val,” Joy said softly. 

“You had Seamon.” 

“Only once every few weeks. And I couldn't even leave the fucking beach without asking for permission two weeks in advance. It drove me nuts!” 

Valeria didn't know what to say to that. She'd been so caught up in trying to stay alive and adjusting to a new world that she'd never given it much thought. In the beginning there was the realization that grass and haze that she had been using frequently for her headaches were illegal in Jediah, which meant that she had to go cold turkey for a while there. As expected, crippling headaches were the result, but she dragged herself through her days until one of her co-workers slipped her some experimental painkillers that were not available in Parsia and did the trick; they took the edge off her headaches and still did not impair her reflexes and her thinking. She'd cried with relief the moment the pills started working.

There were some pills in her bag, thankfully. She'd be fine for the next week or so, until she'd had to find a drugstore or another solution. Idly she wondered how long they'd be planning to stay at the lodge. It looked pretty enough, entirely constructed of wood, with a large verandah and a view of pine forest and dunes. There was just this one gravel road that led out of here, the rest was just trees and bushes. It was perfectly secluded and close enough to the beach that she could smell the sea in the air. For now, it would probably do nicely.

Ramon emerged from the lodge and beckoned them to come in. “It's clear!” he called out. 

“Awesome,” Sirka said. “Come on, let's see if we can install ourselves. I'll raid the fridge and see about making a late lunch or something, I'm starving.” 

 Valeria grinned. “Feeling the time difference there, eh?” 

“Yup, it's evening in Parsia now. No wonder I'm hungry.” 

The inside of the lodge was beautiful. There was a huge lounging area with an open kitchen, and in the back  there was a spiralling staircase that went to the attic, where undoubtedly the bedrooms and bathrooms would be. The lounging area had gorgeous comfortable leather couches and a tv screen that dwarfed any other that Valeria had ever seen, and oh, the kitchen was just gorgeous. Despite the fact that there had obviously not been anyone in this lodge for months, it looked ready to gleam. There wasn't even /that/ much dust. Perhaps they had a housekeeper or something.

Ramon stood in the middle of the livingroom and clapped his hands. “Voice recognition; Ramon,” he said loudly, and something bleeped from the ceiling. “Lights, coffee maker, communicator station.” More bleeps, and the systems in the house whirred to life. He smirked appreciatively. “I'm still logged into the system. Good times, good times.”

“This looks like a place where we could finish our work,” Seamon said. He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. 

“Doesn't it,” Ramon agreed. “I usually came here when I wanted to finish some work in peace. The research facility is such a fucking madhouse sometimes. It's a wonder they get /any/ work there at all.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I'll create an account on the terminal for you guys, so you can do some calculations with somewhat more computer power than your communicator. You just... get settled in, pour some coffee, whatever.” 

“I'll help you with dinner,” Valeria said to Sirka. “I might be a lousy cook, but I'm awesome with raiding fridges.” 

***

The fridge held more than enough food. Sirka spent a half hour throwing stuff together and managed to create a very decent pasta meal. Sitting at the dinner table together was awkward, though. Especially Joy hardly knew where to look; it was obvious that she distrusted Sirka and Ramon equally. The two of them seemed unbothered by this, though. They were discussing energy theories together with Seamon, paramagic and compartments and crystal. Valeria knew all about regulating energy through compartments, but she didn't feel up to the discussion. She didn't feel much like eating, either. Still, she /had/ to eat, because the light over the dinnertable was stabbing in her eyes, which was a tell-tale sign that her headache was returning. She needed something in her stomach if she didn't want to get sick because of the painkiller. Yet she was too nauseated to eat much. Even the smell of the food made her queasy. /Dammit/. 

She pushed her foot around her plate and took one brave bite, but then decided it would be the very last. This obviously wasn't working out. 

Meanwhile, the three adepts were in the middle of their conversation and didn't pay much attention to her or Joy. She leaned back in her chair and listened to their talking, breathing through her mouth to battle the nausea. 

“If only there was some way to speed up the process,” Seamon mused. The late golden sunlight outside was slanting through the room, making the mica in the dinner table sparkle. “I did all these calculations from scratch, you know some stuff by heart... but we're still going to have to do a shitload of work if we want to get this finished quickly. We just need time, and we don't have time.”

Sirka chewed thoughtfully on her pasta, swallowed, and said: “There might be a way, you know.” 

“And that would be how?” 

“There's this locker on Mentorn station where I stashed some stuff. My lapscreen, most importantly. It has most of the calculations right on there. I spent long nights writing them down from memory, afraid I'd forget.” 

“Why would you forget?” Ramon inquired.

Sirka shrugged. “Trauma. Insanity. I was kind of losing my mind in those days, I was afraid it'd be lost forever. My dad had all his critical work in the house when the whole thing exploded, so there's no record of the calculations anywhere. There's bits here and there in scientific papers, in journals, in terminals in the university... but nothing concrete. Since the explosion, I'm the only one who still remembers.” 

“Strange that they'd ever let you leave the country, then,” Seamon said. “But then again; you had a job in Mentorn, didn't you? You weren't exactly far.” 

“And I had my family right there in Parsia,” nodded Sirka. “Also, I burst into tears hysterically when they broached the subject, so after a while they left me alone. And with the Pirmans gaining power I think they were just glad to let the whole thing lie and never think of it again.” 

“Why were you losing your mind?” Ramon asked.

Sirka smiled. “Have you never heard the stories?” 

“Of your terrorism? No.” Ramon shrugged and spooned up more pasta. “Although you have to be pretty insane to consider terrorism against your home country anyway.” 

“Fuck you,” Sirka said, but she didn't look very offended. “I was losing my mind because of the Lentagon. It's something you need to look out for too, Ramon – it eats at your mind, it is so full of possibility and wonder and beauty, and it seems so natural to use it... all that power... if you're exposed to it for a long time, it /does/ something to you.” 

“Ah, that,” Ramon said. “I'm pretty sure that's bullshit. Fed to us by the government because they don't want us to overexert ourselves, or grow beyond what they've planned for us. Actually I think-”

“NO,” Sirka and Seamon chorused – looking at each other in shock at the sharpness and acuteness of their statement. Sirka reached out and touched Ramon's hand. “It's true, Ramon. Never doubt it. Why do you think the Lentagon was so dangerous? Do you think I look like someone who would slash her wrists for power?” 

“Yes you do,” Joy murmured. She shoved her plate away, sickened at the memory.

Sirka shook her head sadly. “I wouldn't. It's... I don't think you'd understand, and I can't expect you to. But it's bigger than you, and I was desperate. And I'm a fucking weakling, I'm broken where it comes to that, I guess...”

“Don't go there, Sir,” Seamon said. “Let's get back to the topic at hand. What's with the lapscreen? Can we get to it?” 

She looked up from her plate and nodded. “I think we can hack into it. I've set it to a transmit sig, so that I could pick up the data if I wanted to. Only I know the password, and there's so many transmitters in the area that I figured it would be safe.” 

Actually, it wasn't. The thought made Valeria even more sickened. Sirka had been transmitting her notes on the Lentagon for all these months and nobody had ever picked up on it? Hell. “God Sirka, I thought you were /good/ with that kind of stuff. Everybody could have hacked into it,” Valeria said. She shook her head. “If they haven't so far, you've only been lucky because nobody would have expected you to be so stupid.” 

“It was a gamble,” Sirka admitted. “It was all I could do. But aren't you glad now that I did?” 

“We'll get to it right after dinner,” Ramon said. “Sometimes you need to gamble to win.” He looked at Valeria and his eyes didn't find her face, but her belly. She knew he was thinking about the tiny life that was undoubtedly in all kinds of trouble in there and for the first time she wondered if he perhaps hadn't done this on purpose. She hadn't known that tag fluid messed with birth control, but he /had/. Would he have gambled? 

That thought nauseated her even more. “Excuse me,” she said, and jumped up to run to the bathroom. Hunched over the toilet pot, she found that the few bites of pasta she'd had were coming right back up again. “Dammit,” she groaned, involuntary tears running over her cheeks. “Motherfucker,” she whispered, between heaves of breath. It seemed so clear now – didn't it? Ramon had /told/ her that he'd lost his family in the bombing. He had /told/ her that he thought she was attractive despite her Parsian looks. He had told her that he liked her spirit, her toughness, and how /strong/ she was. That was the first night they'd gotten together. It had been the best of their times – they'd actually been laughing at that point. It had been a sweltering hot night and they'd hit the whiskey a bit heavier than had been smart. And their bickering had taken on an edge of flirting and challenging, and from there it had all gone downhill. It had been a frenzied thing, and afterwards he'd fallen asleep and she had taken a shower, wondering what the hell had come over her. 

But the compliments he'd made her were still ringing in her ears. He'd praised her inventiveness with her talents, and how she utilized her strength to the maximum. /You'd be an asset to every adept household,/ he'd told her. And now the next thing she knew was that she was pregnant. It was all a little too coincidental to be true, and it was a horrible realization. It made her want to smack him in the face, until she remembered the utterly horrified and strained phone call she'd gotten from him. He hadn't sounded very pleased with the situation, just shocked and genuinely gobsmacked. When he had explained her about the tagfluid, he had also been genuinely apologetic. So either he was a freaking good liar, or she wasn't giving him enough credit. Valeria wasn't sure whether she wanted to know the truth.

And to think that it had been one of the only honestly good memories she'd had of her whole time in Jediah. The times she and Ramon had ended up sleeping together had been full of arguments, and once they'd even argued during the sex. It had been wild and intense and intoxicating, but it hadn't been able to make her smile. It had felt destructive, but she hadn't been able to let go of him. Perhaps it was just the attention, the loneliness she'd felt in enemy territory. It had driven her up the walls, and into sleeping with the wrong people. As if sleeping with a Jedian hadn't been bad enough, there were chances she'd ended with one of the most amoral and awful ones of the whole bloody lot of them. It just figured, didn't it?

“God, I'm such a fucking idiot,” she murmured, blinking tears away in the privacy of the bathroom. She sat down on the marble-lined floor and wept for the first time in what had to be years.

CHAPTER TEN: THIS CALLING

When the piercing morning sunlight woke Sirka from her dreams, she was more than eager to forget her dreams and face the waking world. Her dreams had been as disturbing as ever. 

She washed her face by the sink in her room and look a quick look at herself in the mirror as she ran her hands through her hair. It seemed to have been forever ago since she'd last done so, and she found that she'd improved drastically since. She knew she had gained back some weight since the days she spent in an anxious haze on the shore of the lake, but it really showed. And on top of that it seemed as if she'd sunburnt a little yesterday, so she looked less sickly pale than she used to. 

Walking through the hallway of the first floor, she checked on her brother and Joy by peeking through the crack of their door, but they were still fast asleep. She smiled at the sight of her brother; he still slept like he used to, all sprawled out through the bed. It was obvious that his girlfriend just had made the best of the situation by cuddling up to him with her head on his chest, otherwise she would hardly have had any space in the bed for herself.

Standing in the golden sunlit hallway, Sirka debated for a moment whether she should already start work on the crystal without her brother present, but then decided against it. /He already has such a hard time trusting me with it,/ she figured. /I don't think I should put his trust to the test like that./ Also, with the way Joy was watching her she thought it would be a better idea to lay low where it came to that. No use in freaking any of them out... attractive as the notion of working on crystal might be. 

She descended the stairs into the living room, which was even more brightly lit than it had been upstairs. On the far end of the room were huge glass doors, which were even open at the moment. She could see Ramon sitting on the veranda, smoking a cigarette of all things. Valeria was nowhere to be seen. Yawning, she grabbed a drink from the kitchen and went to join him. 

“Hey,” he said. He was sitting on the edge of the veranda, wearing only sweatpants (of which she dimly wondered if he had actually /brought/ his pj's when he came after them). The sun was shining on his bare skin. Tiny droplets from his just-washed hair were twinkling in the sunlight. 

“Hey yourself,” she answered, sitting down next to him. “Are they coming for us yet?” 

He smiled a bit. “See for yourself. Nobody here.” In front of them lay the pinewood forest, quiet in the slight breeze. “Still, it might be an idea to have somebody on the lookout, just to make sure.” 

She nodded as she nipped from her energy drink. “Sounds like a plan. Just seeing people walk up the path here could be the difference between Porting out just in time and being shot to death.” 

He glanced sideways at her. “Your Jedian is really good, by the way.” 

“Thanks,” she said, glancing back at him. “It's pretty necessary if you're working for the University of Delgado.” Grinning, she added: “I had to learn it to read the books of your ancestors, how weird is that. It's a small world.” 

Ramon shrugged. “The Telchian family used to be really extended. I happen to be a direct descendant, but I used to have gazillions of cousins to play with when I was little. And those were only the people I knew about. Of course that all ended when the bombs fell.”

“I'm sorry,” was all she could say. Her throat tightened as her memory flashed back to those fragmented images of the fear on her mother's face, the heat... and then the hospital, and her sister crying. Suddenly the sunny morning was gone, and she was cold. She wrapped her arms around herself and blinked furiously, trying to will the images away. 

“You've lost people too,” Ramon said. His voice seemed to come from far away. 

She blinked and looked at him, noticing the subdued look on his face. “Yeah,” she said. “The Lentagon tragedy, ever heard of it?” At his nod she said: “That was my parents. I was lucky my sister and brother were out that afternoon, or they would have been dead as well.” 

He nodded slowly. “I should have known. Was it your fault then, that they chained you up with that?” he said, gesturing at her wrists. “Or is it what came after, with the terrorist thing?” 

The sheer nerve! “What the fuck dude, don't they teach politeness in Jediah?” She slammed her empty can of energy drink on the porch and shook her head. “It's bad enough that you're totally ignorant, but it's even worse that you talk about two years of utter agony as 'the terrorist thing'. This is my /life/ you're talking about here!”

He visibly backed off at that. “I had no idea,” he said, but there was not much sympathy in his eyes. “Educate me, then. All I've heard is that you and Seamon are supposed to be terrorists in the eyes of Parsia, and that you were involved with stealing a damn strong amplifier known as the Lentagon.” 

“Well, that's a start, I suppose,” Sirka murmured. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath before she recounted the story of the past five years. Maybe the explosion was the point that was fixed in everyone's memory, but where it had really gone wrong was when her parents had started working on the Lentagon. The impact it had on their household was enormous. In hindsight everyone had been behaving erratically – as soon as the Lentagon had started to take shape and its potential grew, it had started to screw them all over, even Mirella. They'd all been on edge, increasingly so near the end. 

“What caused the explosion?” Ramon asked, reaching over to hand her another drink. 

She took it from him. “I'm not even sure. We were experimenting, and I think my dad made a mistake. I wasn't even in the bloody room at that moment... I was getting tea or something. I was just entering the room, balancing the cups in my hands, nearly splashing it over my hands as I /felt/ something go wrong. My mom screamed my name and she completely tore herself loose from the Lentagon. Maybe she made it worse, but the compartments were collapsing anyway. She used her strength and all of her ability to shield me from the blow. Not herself, not my dad... but me. I don't know why she didn't try to help herself and my dad... but that is what happened. And then there was heat, and the hospital... and my sister was screaming at me, crazy with grief, that I should have just died with them, that it was all my fault.”

Ramon nodded slowly. “Your mother acted in instinct. It's a parental thing... just making sure your offspring survives. You shouldn't feel sorry about that.” 

/Tell that to Mirella,/ Sirka thought bitterly. She sighed. “I was in the hospital for months. When I got out, Mirella had gotten custody over Seamon, the social workers had just left the house – which was being rebuilt. And I just couldn't stand to be there, in that house. Mirella hated me, Seamon was just never home, and everything reminded me of my parents. I had to get out of there, so I applied for a job in Mentorn.”

In Mentorn she had found some relative peace. She had worked freelance at the local Portstation, mostly spending her time writing out procedures and easing out the process, had found some acquaintances to hang out and have a beer with, and mostly tried not to think of her family too much. It had been okay, all things considered... until that day a few years later when she came home and recognized her little brother on the news. It was then that it painfully hit home how little she'd been in touch with her siblings, how little she knew what had been going on in their lives. And Seamon had always been obsessed with wanting to touch the Lentagon – was it that strange that he'd be involved with stealing it? 

She'd found Mirella in Delgado, and offered her sister to get Seamon out of this situation, to talk some sense into him. Mirella had thought this was a good idea... and that was the last time Sirka had seen her sister, until a couple of years later on the shore of lake Mentorna.

Sirka quickly explained Ramon the political situation in Delgado, about how the Lentagon tragedy had fueled the already existing jealousy and distrust towards the stronger adepts. The Pirmans had grown in influence within the government, and every day more of their thoughts had turned into laws. By the time Seamon had stolen the Lentagon, there had even been some nutcase who'd proposed crystal bonds for everyone with an aptitude above 70, simply because they were 'too dangerous'. “Nobody took him seriously and kind of brushed it off,” Sirka said to Ramon, who was gaping at her in complete astonishment. “But the fact that he even dared to say it out loud, and that he wasn't disciplined over saying those things... that was the /real/ warning. It's what made the Young Radicals come into action. They had called for justice, demanding the guy took his words back or offered an apology, but nothing happened. And that's when they foolishly started taking things into their own hands.”

Enter her little brother, recruited by the Young Radicals. He'd stolen the Lentagon, and they had hidden in some forgotten street in Kalmstad. The damn crystal had been of his /nightstand/ when Sirka caught up with him, and he had been sleeping of all things. Sleeping! He'd been pretty drugged up as well, she recalled. Oh, the stupidity of youth. If she looked at him today she could hardly believe he was the same boy who'd been arrogantly asleep alone in a room with the Lentagon, while all of Parsia was looking for him.

He hadn't taken kindly to her entering his house and telling him off. She'd ended up chasing him through the streets of Kalmstad, straight into the arms of a Port team. He hadn't counted on her alerting the authorities at the Port station; she'd nearly killed herself doing so. And she in her turn hadn't counted on what had happened next. She'd been so focused on him not escaping through the Port, that she'd never stopped to think what would actually /happen/ if they would catch her brother. She didn't stop to think about it either, because the moment she snatched up the Lentagon all ratio had pretty much gone out of the window. All she had wanted at that moment was to get rid of it, because of how dangerous it was. It was pretty much the only moment in her life that she'd been able to overcome the feeling of wanting to just /having/ the crystal. It had been hard, but she'd gotten rid of the damn thing; she'd dumped it on the bottom of Lake Mentorna after she'd abused the same Port that Seamon had been trying to flee from. 

She'd originally planned on informing the authorities that she'd gotten rid of it, and just not telling the details of the situation. In her heart of hearts she'd thought, naively, that this way the matter would be finished. No one would ever go there, that far into the lake. She'd drop the crystal, and be done with it. But drunk on power as she'd been, she'd levitated to that location, high above the surface of the glacier lake.

And when she'd let go of the crystal, she'd suddenly become dependent on her own powers. While they were significant, they were not enough to levitate her all those miles back to the shore. She'd ended up in the icy waters, passing out with hypothermia and she /thought/ at that moment that she was done for. 

“But someone was there. He hauled my ass out of the water, recognized me, and nursed me back to health to use as a leverage. Of all the people who happened to be fishing on that lake that night, I ended up with a high ranking person of the Young Radicals.” Sirka barked a laugh. “How's that for a fucking coincidence?” 

“I always wondered how you got out of the water that first time,” Seamon suddenly said behind her. He was standing in the door opening of the porch, looking freshly showered and awake. He wore the same clothes as yesterday; jeans and a dark red t-shirt with a print. They looked somewhat wrinkled, but clean.

“I'm sorry, I-” Sirka didn't really know what to say before the words were out. Her brother had never heard her story, that was true. Nobody ever had. She had no idea why she was suddenly spilling the beans to Ramon of all people, but that was exactly what was happening.

Seamon smiled sadly. “Don't stop, Sir. Just tell your story. I want to know. Can I sit here?” 

“Of course.” 

“I'm just realizing maybe you know the guy,” Sirka said. “His name was Aidan, I never got a last name. He was a psychiatrist. Does the name ring a bell?” 

“Yeah, I think it does,” he said. “Dark hair, pompous asshole?”

“That's the one.”

“He's dead now though, isn't he...” He swallowed. “Oh. Did you...?”

That hurt. It hurt like hell. She couldn't speak for a moment, overcome with emotions of guilt and relief. “I didn't exactly kill him. It was an accident. He wanted me to tell where the Lentagon was – that's why he saved me out of the water. He drugged me, kept me stupid so I wouldn't escape – and the drugs were messing with my memory as much as the pneumonia and the trauma had, I suppose. You were on trial, I saw it on tv as I was recovering from a heavy case of pneumonia. The water had nearly killed me. I couldn't remember what I'd done with the Lentagon... maybe I suppressed it, I don't know. Aidan was pushing me for information, and I got to the point that I wouldn't tell him, even if I would know. We argued about it, when I was nearly recovered. We had an argument, he said he'd hand me over to the police if I wouldn't tell him where the Lentagon was, that he was sick of me. I told him flatly that I wouldn't tell him, and he kind of lost it at that point. He... attacked me. I was sitting on my bed, and he packed the air around it into a shield so I couldn't escape... and then he set the bed on fire.”

“He did /what/?!” Seamon shouted. “I always thought he was a zealot, but that is insane.”

When had she started crying? Sirka wiped the tears from her eyes. “He said he'd let me out of there if I would remember. That he was making me remember. But then my pants caught on fire, and I panicked. I don't think I've ever panicked so much as I did that moment. And suddenly the drugs were gone from my system. It was all adrenaline now, and I could concentrate again. I just slammed with air and water against his shield. It was so easy. He wasn't all that strong, in the end. The shield vanished under my onslaught. I jumped forward, slamming Aidan against the ground. I wasn't on fire anymore – there were blisters... but I didn't feel them. I wanted to kill him, I was so scared and angry. I pinned him against the ground by sitting on top of him and I used air to press him down... and then it happened.” 

“What happened?” Ramon asked.

“Let me guess... the oxygen and the fire?” Seamon ventured a guess. 

She nodded. “I didn't see it coming, I saw the fire reflected in his eyes and I – I remembered the explosion... and I just fled. I jumped off him and ran out of the house. There were no thoughts, just instinct. It wasn't until I was outside that I realized that he was still pinned to the ground while the fire raged, and I let go... but he didn't make it outside. By that time it was way too late. I could have saved him earlier, but I didn't. I could have quenched those flames but I just... didn't. I just sat there.” More tears. Sirka rubbed her eyes furiously. “And I didn't even feel guilty.... I just felt numb. I walked to the lake and realized that /this/ was where the Lentagon was, and then there were sirens and I needed to get away /fast/.”

Ramon shrugged. “Sounds like a natural response.” 

“It hit me later, when I was hitch hiking back to Delgado with some Ligian hippies. It all came back to me, my memory, my feelings... everything. I spent the whole ride to Delgado crying, I think.”  

She had tried to get in touch with Mirella, who had deemed it too dangerous and had instead left a message for her in a station locker in Delgado; some clothes, a communicator, and a credit card. She would never forget Mirella's message. She still knew the words by heart.

/Sirka, I don't know what happened and I know that I shouldn't think the worst of you. I'm trying very hard not to. Sorry I couldn't make it to the park. Talking is dangerous; I think I'm being watched. I'm currently selling the house and getting the hell out of Delgado, I advise you to do the same.

Do not try to contact me again. With this I think I've done all I can to help you get on with a new life... make the best out of it. Don't end up like Seamon. Don't fuck up.

Take care, Mirella./

“Figures she would say that,” Seamon said, burying his face in his hands. “I did fuck up.” 

“We both did,” Sirka said, laying a hand on his arm. “I think that we both have a body count. And the horrible thing is that it's all collateral damage, like Aidan. I didn't want to kill him, I just wanted him to stop hurting me and let me go. It just... happened. And what you did yesterday with those enforcers... you didn't have any choice.” 

He pulled his arm away. “I know,” he said roughly, glancing at Ramon's piqued interest. “Just finish your damn story, Sir.” 

“There's not much more to tell. I worked in Zyx for a while as a Port expert, working on their illegal Portstation. It was mindless work, and for a while it was enough. But that's when the dreams started. That's where it all started to go to hell. I'd dream about the crystal. I was 1500 millo's away, and I would dream of the crystal that was in that damn lake. Its influence shouldn't reach that far, and I have no idea how it happened, but that's what it did. Maybe I'm just a junkie, maybe I am broken and insane and fucked up where it comes to that.”

“What did you dream?” 

“I dreamed of you, Seamon. I dreamed of you before I saw you, with your shaven head and the dead look in your eyes. You said that you understand why I did it, that it was the belonging, the feeling of home. You had the crystal in your hands and I so desperately wanted to go home.” She sighed, wiping more tears from her face. That memory was even more painful than the memory of the ordeal at Aidan's house had been. “There were other dreams, dreams of Aidan with the crystal in his hands – walking around burnt, like a dead man, with the Lentagon in his hands... but the dream of you was the final straw.” The memory was so bloody strong. “I got dressed, ignited my motorcycle, and drove to Mentorn. Lake Mentorna was calling. The Lentagon was calling. And all I wanted was to go home. It wasn't even a conscious decision. I just woke up from that dream and did what felt right. After fighting those urges for so long I gave in at long last. I was going home. The wind played with my hair as I drove and I was smiling the whole way to Mentorn, as if I'd been chewing haze. That's what it felt like too, as if I was dreaming.”

“It does feel like coming home,” Seamon agreed quietly. “It goes beyond that... for me it's mostly the /possibilities/ that make me want to touch it... but yeah, it's home too.”

Sirka nodded. “I think it's somehow the one thing that you most want in your life. You want to change things, you want to be free. All I want to do is go home.”

“Valeria wanted revenge,” her brother mused. “And Joy, she held it like a baby, like family.”

“Huh, you might be onto something there.” 

“Is it really that bad?” Ramon suddenly asked. “You speak of it with such... reverence. How the hell can an amplifier mess with your mind on such a scale?”

Sirka shrugged. “You tell me. It screws everyone over. I think the only person who was relatively untouched by it was my sister.”

Seamon shook his head. “Not true. I caught her once in the dead of night, sitting in the study, just holding that thing. She was crying a bit. Not sobbing, but crying. She was definitely affected. And the neighbours... remember how weird /they/ got near the end? The fact that we had three burglars in the last month before it all ended? That had a reason, you know.” 

“Fuck, I forgot all about the burglars.” 

“I didn't realize it until much later, either... I just had a lot of time to think about it in prison. But just continue there, Sir. Ramon needs the whole story.” 

She nodded. “There's not much more to tell, though. I moved to Lake Mentorna and I knew that there was something seriously wrong with me. I didn't dare to let anything get close to the Lentagon, but I didn't trust myself to get close, either. And that's where something went seriously wrong. There were the dreams, and the craving. I didn't eat, I had the dreams, and once I woke in the middle of the night, wading into the water and completely planning to /swim/ to the middle of the lake. While I'd almost /died/ in those same waters not all that long before. It freaked the hell out of me, so I created crystal bonds to restrain myself... even if it would be only a bit. It didn't help enough, and I went completely out of my mind, not being able to stay, not being able to go. It was just all fucked up. And then you came.” 

Seamon nodded slowly, picking up her story seamlessly. “I escaped from prison – quite easily really. They'd chained me up too; first with first level bonds, but when it turned out that in case of emergency I would break through the pain barrier and ended up injuring myself... my fellow inmates treated it like a game. They would torture me until I felt forced to lash back with my talents, and then I'd pass out from the pain. They thought it was hilarious, it was killing /me/. Putting me in solitary helped for only a while, but that drove me up the walls and I tried to commit suicide a few times... so they thought I'd be better off when my talents would be completely sealed off.” He gestured at Sirka's bonds – at the crystal sparkle in the sunlight that she hated so much - and then looked at Ramon. “They got me those. Remember the feeling of sedation? Or when your foot is asleep? It's there, you know it is. You feel your own potential, but there's no way you can reach it. It's sealed off, locked, and the world loses all its colour. There's no words for the frustration you feel, it's maddening. And when I reached the point of my 21st birthday and it was becoming clear that my sentence as an adult would be that they'd burn my talent right out of me, I just had to leave. I escaped, quite easily even.” 

“You escaped from a high profile detention facility?” Ramon asked incredulously.

“Yeah. At the time I was too busy being on the run to worry much about that, but eventually it turned out that they /let/ me. They thought I would lead them to Sirka... and funnily enough, I did. But not without picking up two hitch hikers. Joy and Valeria. Or rather, they picked /me/ up.” He smiled a bit, his eyes softening as always, when he thought or talked about Joy. “But that's where it becomes complicated. We had the police tailing us, and we had this whole stand down, where Sir and I were forced to take hostages – Joy and Valeria – and Sirka ended up in a boat with Joy to pick up the Lentagon from the bottom of the lake, while Valeria and I stayed on shore.”

The memory was hazy, like a nightmare. But she remembered the frenzy, and the desperation. The all-consuming /need/ to have the Lentagon in her hands, at whatever cost. She had no words for what she had felt at the time. There had been need. And there had been taking. And when Joy had the Lentagon in her hands, and she'd been laughing... then all thought had gone out of the window. She had wanted to take the Lentagon at all cost, and those bonds had been chafing /so/ much... it had seemed so natural to break them. By that time she had not cared about the shards, she had not cared about how they had cut her skin. No care ever about the blood splattering on the boat. Future and sanity be damned, she /had/ to take the Lentagon. And then Joy had pushed out of the boat to die. Bile bubbled up in her throat. So much resentment. Rationally, she could understand what the younger girl had done, and why. Emotionally, there was just this blind and utter hatred. She knew it might not be fair against Joy, but she just couldn't help feeling that Joy had stolen her crystal and had left her to die. It felt like competition, like having /lost/, like betrayal. And while it didn't make any sense whatsoever, it still felt that way.

“You slashed your /wrists/?!” Ramon jumped up from the veranda. “Why the hell...”

Sirka shrugged. “It seemed a genuinely good idea at the time.”

“Why?!”

“Because I needed the Lentagon, and the barrier was killing me. Let me put some crystal around your wrists and tell me how it fucking feels, Ramon,” she sneered. “You are so fucking arrogant where it comes to crystal and power, and you have no idea whatsoever. Curb the arrogance, we walked through hell because of that crystal. Sometimes I'm glad for the bonds around my wrists, because this is the first time in two years I've felt /sane/!” 

The silence fell with a nearly audible thud. Sirka sucked in her breath, wondering if she should have said it out loud. Perhaps not the best of ideas – what with her earlier thoughts today of not upsetting her brother. 

“Is it really that bad?” Seamon asked quietly. 

“Sometimes,” she confessed. “You have to admit that I'm a lot more rational than when we last met.” 

“I kind of chalked it up to the lacking presence of an amplifier.” 

“That helps as well, I guess,” Sirka nodded. She rubbed at the crystal at her wrists, wondering for the gazillionth time what it would be like to /feel/ again. The world was colourless and grey and the frustration of not /doing/ things was maddening sometimes... but it did make her feel semi-normal again. And after the nightmare that had been Lake Mentorna, that was exactly what she needed right now. She wondered if she would be okay if the Lentagon would start to take shape again. Would the itch really need scratching, at that time? “But on that topic, we really should get to work.” 

Seamon nodded. “Perhaps a good idea. It's nine in the morning, we should get some good work done for today. I suppose we can't stay here forever.” 

“But the story's not done yet,” Ramon protested. “What happened next?” 

Sirka got up from her sitting position on the edge of the veranda and shrugged. She was done talking and crying and felt the need to be productive again. “Joy got to Seamon and Valeria with the Lentagon, they ported out while Seamon threatened all of Parsia to kill them if they'd ever come after him, and I got fished out of the water by the Parsian authorities. My life was saved, but they wanted me to work for them... while your people recruited my brother and the girls. That's it, the end. What else do you want to know?” 

“I think this would be about it,” Ramon said. He looked up at her with big brown puppy eyes and suddenly Sirka understood why Valeria had thought him attractive. Sitting there half-naked and boyish looking, he definitely had some qualities to him. “Thank you,” he added. “I didn't mean to upset you.” 

Sirka shrugged. “You can't help that my whole fucking life has been upsetting lately. And what the hell do you know about the call of crystal?” 

“I guess we'll find out soon,” Ramon said.

“I guess.” 

But as she walked back into the house to get some breakfast, she could see from the corner of her eye that her brother was watching Ramon intently. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN: AS THE SUN GOES DOWN

That night, however, she ended up with Ramon on that porch again. Just the two of them. 

She was fried after a whole day of compartment calculations but was too wired to sleep. Night had fallen over the Jedian coast and the forest around the log house was quiet. The environment smelled like summer evenings, and the only sounds were the distant rush of the ocean and the chirping of crickets. 

Sirka leaned against one of the support poles of the veranda and dreamed away a bit, staring in the distance. She always had such a hard time disconnecting when she'd worked on the harder subject material. It had taken them a while to get up and running, because at first they had to pick up the signals from her old lapscreen in Mentorn. When they'd gotten their information, Ramon had shut down her lapscreen by sending it a virus. “It's so much better if nobody else will ever get to that info,” he'd said, while they watched the lapscreen's signal get corrupted. “You've been foolish by leaving it around for anybody to find.” 

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” she'd defended herself. It had sounded lame to her own ears.

They'd gotten their hands on the files though, and that was all that mattered right now. It had taken some more time to encrypt her files (she had been /that/ smart) and she'd forgotten the encryption key for the longest time, until it suddenly dawned on her while sitting on the toilet of all things. By that time noon had already passed and Seamon and she had spent another two hours figuring out what kind of information would be helpful for their research. It was all bits and pieces of information, more disjointed than Sirka could remember filing them away. There was no system to the calculations and pointers, she'd apparently filed them away in the haphazard order in which she had remembered what to write down. 

“You're as much as a chaotic head as I am,” Seamon had said, smiling fondly in the glow of the terminal. “I thought you were the organised one of the two of us, but it turns out you're just as bad.” 

“I wasn't thinking too straight at the time,” Sirka protested. “And the organised one in the family has always been Mirella, hun. You were just too young and caught up in your own world to notice.” 

They'd made some good time, though. Seamon had spent a few hours after Joy's rice-and-beans dinner mapping out the crystal that they'd been given by Ramon. Ramon had helped him with this, frequently scratching out Seamon's calculations and sketches. He did it quickly and systematically and Sirka could tell that he had a research background, much more so than Seamon of course. And he wasn't very gracious about it, either; Ramon remarked on Seamon's lack of education several times over the course of the evening. 

Even though he hadn't responded directly to the veiled insults, Sirka could tell that this was stinging her little brother in a major way. When he commented on how he couldn't seem to do anything right when Ramon was out of the room for a moment, Valeria had wryly responded from her position where she was sprawled over the couch: “That's Ramon at work for you. It's nothing personal,” she had said in Parsian, just to make sure that Ramon wouldn't accidentally overhear. “He's just an asshole and doesn't know how to give any feedback without you not feeling like the most retarded person in the world.” 

“I guess he's just not very used to other people,” Joy said. She was in the kitchen, up to her elbows in soapwater. The log cabin had a dishwasher in its very high-tech kitchen, but Joy had said she was bored and this would give her something to do. “He seems like someone who always gets what he wants.”

“Aren't we all?” Valeria said wryly. She rubbed her belly absently. 

“I used to,” said Joy, “but then I started hitch hiking and it all went to hell.” 

At that point Ramon had entered the room again, and the conversation died once more. Sirka, Seamon and Ramon set back to work, Joy did the dishes, and Valeria turned on the tv and zapped through the channels without really watching what was on. She was not complaining, but she had looked awfully pale all day and hardly touched her food. Sirka wondered what was happening in the body of the russet-haired girl and wondered if the life within her would survive the onslaught of hormones within. And then she wondered what it would mean; if she would indeed have a child, would she even want to give it up to Ramon? And if she didn't, what would Ramon do? It was a tricky situation, indeed. 

By now everyone had gone to bed. Valeria had bailed off after dinner, but the rest had stayed on a bit longer, as Sirka, Seamon and Ramon continued to work on the Lentagon for a bit longer. They hadn't physically touched the Lentagon yet, but the diagrams were quickly taking shape. As the hour approached midnight, Sirka found her brain frying and proposed to call it a night. Seamon was quick to agree and left to bed with Joy, which left Sirka and Ramon alone on the porch once again. 

“I think we have some alcohol here if you'd like some,” Ramon said. “Whiskey, brandy... that kind of stuff.” 

“No thank you,” Sirka said, breathing in the evening air. “I need my wits tomorrow. And I kind of quit the booze.” 

Ramon got up and walked inside, rummaging about in one of the closets in the living room. “Got too many hangovers?” 

“Kind of.” It had made the dreams worse, that was the reason. During her worst times in Mentorn she'd tried to drug herself into forgetfulness by taking haze and booze, but it hadn't helped a bit. If anything, it made the dreams more disturbingly real. And when she felt like she was losing her grasp on sanity, the last thing she needed was a distorted sense of what was reality and what was dream. “It fucked with my head, and that was the last thing I needed at that time.” 

“I can't really imagine what it must have been like. You seem so normal and rational,” Ramon said, emerging from the living room with a glass of amber liquid. 

“Just ask Joy how rational I was,” Sirka said bitterly.

“Rational enough to see shit coming and chain yourself up. How the hell were you able to do that?” 

“By being really desperate. It was a botch job, though. The army doctor that patched me up after I slit my wrists said I'd made it worse by creating such crappy bonds. The fault lines were badly constructed, so I couldn't really get that thing off without killing myself quite messily.” Doctor Reest had been impressed that she'd managed to chain herself up, though. He'd said he'd never heard of something like that happening before. “But it was all I could do.” 

“I heard it hurts like a motherfucker when they put them on,” Ramon gestured at the bonds around her wrists. “Because of the infusion?” 

“Oh, it does.” She'd fainted two times during the procedure. “Of course I was unconscious when the army secured the bonds around my wrists, but my own procedure was messy and very, very painful. But if you want more information about that, you should ask Seamon. He's been conscious during his sealing, back then.” 

Ramon nodded. “I saw the scars.”

“And that while the removal was done very cleanly. Valeria did a great job, melting off the crystal. I only had to take off the crystal, and that wasn't very hard. Just needed a lot of force to do it.” It was one of the clearest memories she had of that day – Seamon's hands in hers as she worked. Blood from her nose running over her chin, the taste of blood in her mouth. Excruciating pain that she'd gotten used to... and then the sound of crystal shattering on the floor, as if someone had knocked over a vase. And Seamon, he'd smiled the most beautiful smile she'd ever seen on him, and he'd caught her when she fainted. 

Ramon was quiet for a while, mulling on her words while she was lost in thought. Finally he asked: “Why are you still chained up, Sirka?” Her name sounded exotic from his tongue. “You're so strong, it's a crime to let those talents waste away.” 

She shrugged. “Because my brother doesn't trust me. He's right not to... I don't exactly have the best track record where it comes to trust in the presence of crystal.” 

“You could ask Valeria,” Ramon said. “She'd do it, I think. She unchained Seamon, once.” 

“Maybe I want my brother to trust me.” 

“Do you want that more than to feel whole again? To be in possession again of your full self, your full abilities?”

“Maybe.” 

He snorted. “You've /got/ to be kidding me. Strongest female adept in the past few hundred years, and you willingly chain yourself up. /Women/.” 

She poked him gently, choosing very deliberately not to take his bait. It wouldn't solve anything to get angry now, he didn't know any better. Also, there was still the matter of Jurian Reest's last sneer, that he'd rigged her bonds to rip apart her veins once she'd try to take off her bonds. She was still not sure whether he had lied, but she didn't feel like sharing that particular information. So she settled for a smile. “You're being arrogant and annoying again.”    

Ramon looked at her over the rim of his glass. “I'm sorry. It's just that I think you're so full of brilliance, it pains me to see what you're going through.” 

“Don't flatter me, Ramon. I'm a fuck-up.” 

He reached over and laid his hand on her arm, fingertips brushing against crystal. “No, you're not. You're the most brilliant and talented individual the world has seen in many, many generations. You've just had a lot of shit to work through. But look at you, alive, smart, beautiful, and so very strong. Give yourself some credit.” 

She could feel her heart thunder in her throat. Without wanting to, she found herself responding to his compliments. It had been so long since /anyone/ had said anything nice to her. She swallowed heavily. “Are you flirting with me, mister Telchian?” she asked, looking up at him. He was suddenly so close- she could smell his scent and he smelled great. 

He smiled, and dimples appeared in his cheeks. “And what if I am?” he murmured.

“What about Valeria?” 

He shrugged. “Valeria and I were a mistake. Just hot sex that happened to have a brilliant outcome. I am thrilled that she's expecting my child, because adeptually she's a good match, and she's a tough one. She's a good one to breed with, that's all.” 

“She's a breeder for you?” Somehow, that just seemed totally, utterly wrong to Sirka. Even though Parsian adepts were known to end up together, it was mostly a class thing, not something you actively sought out. She'd known that it was different in Jediah, but to actually hear that said out loud was still startling. 

“Just sex with a great outcome. Just a start of my new family, continuation of blood and aptitude. But nothing more than that.” 

Sirka shook her head. “You Jedians are all fucked up.” 

“Not more than you Parsians,” Ramon said. He smiled again. “But apart from that, we're all adepts here. And you're the prettiest one of all.” 

And then he kissed her, and she didn't push him away.

***

/Ramon was glowing with energy and focus, bowed over Sirka's wrists where metal was burning red-hot and dripped down to the floor like mercury. Like Seamon's bonds had dripped once, when Valeria was freeing him. But now it was Sirka of all people – Sirka who'd completely lost it before, who couldn't be counted upon. And the metal dripped to the floor... drip... drip... drip..../

Joy sat up in bed, panting. Her heart thundered in her throat while she whispered into the darkness: “Please tell me that wasn't a grass dream...”

But the darkness didn't answer. All she heard was the sound of soft voices drifting in through the opened window and Seamon's regular breathing. 

She looked down on him and wiped his dark hair out of his face. Her beautiful boy. He looked so relaxed, so devoid of worry when he slept. He had been exhausted tonight, falling asleep as soon as he'd snuggled up against her in the bed. He didn't stir at her touch, and she envied his sleep.

She was completely awake now. Even as her breathing was evening out and her racing heart was slowing down, the images stayed with her. She wondered if they were true. It had been months since she'd had those prophetic grass dreams – but they'd suddenly started again the morning Sirka had showed up on her doorstep of the beach house. Was it coincidence? Was this just her paranoid mind playing tricks on her? 

Could Ramon really... would he really break Sirka's bonds? She'd seen him look at her, but... God, she didn't think she'd /ever/ sleep again. The image of the dripping metal was frightening her senseless. If there was anything in the world that she feared, then it was her boyfriend's sister in full possession of her powers.

Her mind flashed back to Sirka and how she'd laughed wildly, the moment after she'd splintered her crystal bonds and the shards had been sticking out of her flesh. That laugh without abandon, without any sense of sanity and reason. Full of relief and craziness. Could she ever forget that?

Seamon had told her this afternoon that his sister had confessed that these bonds might very well be the only thing that were keeping her sane, and that just added fuel to the fire of her disturbed thoughts. Of course it didn't help that Sirka was still awake and talking – she could hear her outside, softly talking to Ramon in rapid Jedian. His answers were more of a drawl, more relaxed. 

Joy shook her head abruptly and walked over to the window with the full intention of closing it, so she could have some rest and perhaps go to sleep again in her boyfriend's arms again. 

But then, when she looked out of the window, she had a straight view on the veranda, where the two of them were sitting, outlined in the butter coloured lamplight of the veranda. Her first thought was that they looked like lovers; their heads close together, Ramon touching Sirka's arm and her leaning into his touch... and then Ramon kissed Sirka, and then they /really/ looked like lovers. 

The kiss was soft, lingering, and with so much more tenderness than she'd seen Ramon display towards Valeria so far. Lovers. 

“Mother/fucker/,” Joy whispered, nailed to the floor and unable to stop watching. “You've known her for only a day, you bastard!” 

Her grass dream had just become infinitely more probable, and the idea alone made her want to retch.

For a moment she toyed with the idea of waking Seamon up, but then figured that he probably needed his sleep more than he needed her worries. She just cuddled up against him and held him tightly, staring into the darkness for a long time. 

When sleep came, it was already early in the morning. She slept fitfully for a handful of hours and woke in the early afternoon, when everyone else was already out and about. Joy washed her clothes while she showered and walked downstairs clad in an oversized towel, yawning and feeling generally rather bleary. She found her boyfriend and Sirka sitting at the table, sitting amidst a heap of sheets and a lapscreen. Seamon had the crystal on his lap and she could feel that he was doing something with it, but what he could be doing, she couldn't say. It felt like pushing and pulling, for some reason. “Not that far,” Sirka murmured, while she increased the intensity of her flashlight. Where the light hit the crystal, it broke into a myriad of brightly coloured fragments that scattered over the whole table. “If you overdo it now, you'll fuck up the whole crystal.” 

“Don't worry,” Seamon said, focusing all of his attention on the crystal in his hands. “I nearly.... yeah, there it is.” 

She could feel him pull that last bit, before /something/ fell into place. Joy leaned against the wall and watched the two dark-haired siblings at that table full of rainbow lights and wondered if they knew what a gorgeous picture they made together. Even Sirka's ravaged wrists looked pretty in this light; they shed rainbows and a warm sunlight glow as much as the crystal ball did. 

“Alright then, onto the next one.” Sirka grabbed the communicator from the table and blindly snatched a few pieces of paper with diagrams. She hardly looked at them, already knowing what to say, what they were working on. “I want you to make this one about 65% the size; and leaning backwards those 3.75% that we talked about, yes?” 

“I'm still not sure whether we shouldn't-”

“-That's because you suck at math, and I don't,” Sirka told her brother sweetly. “If my math is right, and it /always/ is, we should go for the 3.75.”

Seamon shot Sirka his trademark smouldering look that usually made Joy back off instantly, but his sister was not impressed. She just smiled back at him and said: “You know I'm right.” 

“We'll try it your way, then,” he grunted. “But if we fuck up the crystal, I'll kick your ass all the way back to Parsia.” 

“No need for that,” Sirka grinned. “Come on, 3.75% backwards. I know you can do it.” 

Seamon's dark eyes focused upon the crystal again. He frowned and looked into the compartments again – as if there was anything to be seen in its only slightly opaque depths. Joy had looked at it herself and it looked like ordinary crystal, no compartments, no energy, nothing. And yet, when one would hold it, there would be the beginnings of /something/... 

She thought of what the Lentagon had been capable of and bit her lip. If /she/ could already feel that this thing was on its way of becoming an amplifier with just as much possibilities, how would it be for the others? Joy chose not to pursue this train of thought and went to see what the others were up to. 

Ramon was sitting on the couch, rapidly typing things into his communicator. 

“What are you doing?” Joy asked.

“Making sure they're not looking for us here,” he responded, without looking up at her. His tone of voice did not invite further conversation, so Joy went to look for Valeria, who was sitting on the veranda with a grass cigarette. Valeria was obviously on guard duty, the way she was gazing into the forest. 

“Isn't that bad for the baby?” Joy inquired, sitting down next to Valeria. 

Valeria shrugged. “Not as bad as the hormone cocktail in my blood I suppose. If the kid survives the next few days, I'm sure it'll be okay with a few fags now and then.” 

The sunlight was warm on her face. Joy lifted her face to the sun and closed her eyes. “That bad, huh.” 

“I was bleeding a bit this morning. I read up some crap on miscarriages on the netlink this morning and it appears that it's a very bad sign.” Valeria's voice was toneless, as if she were discussing the weather. It was commendable how she could keep her cool, talking about a situation like this; although Joy knew the other well enough by now that there was a world of turmoil behind those calm hazel eyes. “So I figured I might as well have some grass to take the edge off my cramping and my worries.” 

“In that case, I'd like a few whiffs as well... if you don't mind sharing,” Joy said, smiling apologetically.

Valeria studied her face. “Won't it give you dreams?” 

/There's no escaping Val's perception, apparently./ She smiled a bit. “I'm already having those. Why do you think I need to take the edge off?” 

“That bad, huh?” Valeria echoed. 

“I think so.” 

Valeria didn't inquire, but just handed her the grass cigarette. Joy wordlessly took it from her and breathed in deeply. Apparently Valeria didn't want to know about the future, either. Joy couldn't blame her.

CHAPTER TWELVE : APPROACHING CONSTANT FAILURE

Seamon and Sirka continued their work even throughout lunch and dinner. Joy set their plates at the table and went to eat on the veranda, where she found Ramon on his guard duty. Valeria sat in one of the swing chairs next to him, lazily smoking another grass cigarette. She was far from sober, Joy could tell even from the door opening. She stood there quietly, because the two were engaged in a rapid conversation in Jedian, and she didn't want to interfere. They had not seen her yet, and she thought it might be better if they didn't. So she didn't move, didn't say anything. She just listened.

Ramon was staring into the sunlight-flecked forest. “I'd be devastated if you'd lose this child.” 

“Yeah well, I'm holding on as hard as I can. It wouldn't exactly be a party for me either, you know,” Valeria snorted in that passive-aggressive tone of voice that Joy remembered so well. She took another drag of her cigarette.

“I thought you never wanted any children. I remember you saying that.”

She shrugged. “In my situation that wasn't really the best of ideas, don't you think? Forced to work for a government that isn't your own, threatened with your life? No wonder I wasn't in a hurry to spawn. Enemy territory is not the best place to raise a child. Never mind my own unfitness as a mother.”

“You're as fit a mother as any. And you have all the right stats. You're strong, Valeria. If you weren't, I would have never ended up in bed with you.” 

Valeria barked out a laugh. “Oh, so your sex was a compliment?” 

“The only one you'll ever get.” 

“Fuck you.” 

“Been there, done that,” he retorted. 

“But you might not be getting the t-shirt,” Valeria reminded him none-too-gently of her current situation. She touched her belly lightly, gesturing whatever might be going on down there. She'd obviously told him about the cramping and the spotting. 

Even with his back turned, Joy could see his shoulders tense up. That had hit home exactly as hard as Valeria had intended it to. “Fuck /you/.” 

“What is it to you anyway? It's hardly even life yet. Cells multiplying, the possibility of life. You knocked up a Parsian chick you don't even like. What's the big deal?” 

“It's /family/. I don't give a shit about you or your stupid Parsian friends Valeria, but you hold the key to a possible family. A worthy family. And that means the world to me; it's the only thing that made me even consider helping you guys.” 

Well, it was out in the open now. Joy bit on her knuckles and took a step back, inside the lodge again. She sat down on the windowsill where she could still hear the conversation, but she wasn't watching them anymore. She had to turn away; Ramon was confirming here the worst of her thoughts. She had /thought/ this was the case, but she'd wanted to tell herself that things weren't that bad, that Ramon might be a reasonable guy after all, helping them because he might care even the tiniest bit about Valeria... or maybe even because he wanted his hands on the strongest energy amplifier known to man. 

But no; it was literally the fact that Valeria was carrying his child around. She didn't quite understand why he'd shot her up with those counteragents for the tag fluid, but then figured that he probably felt that he had no choice, if he wanted to protect his child.

Meanwhile, Valeria had undoubtedly figured this out some time ago, because Ramon's words didn't seem to faze her in the slightest. She just continued on that same scathing tone of voice. “What is family to you? Blood relations? Fuck, I haven't seen my parents in years.” 

“Well, /my/ family got bombed the snot out of them and thus I'm left with nothing. /Nothing/. Family is everything. People come and go, but blood stays. And if I have a new family, then I can continue my family name.” 

“And what if I wouldn't give the child to you? If I'd give it my name?” 

“That's not possible under Jedian law.”

“You seem to forget that I am not a Jedian.”

“As long as you're here, raising this child under this law will be the only thing that will keep you alive. They don't shoot mothering Adepts.” 

“So if I want to live, I have to...”

“That's right. So you'd better not lose this baby.”

Joy jumped up from the windowsill at that, because she instantly realized what this meant. She nearly bolted over to the other side of the lodge, where Sirka and Seamon were still pushing and tugging at compartments inside the crystal. It felt like gentle tickling, like someone blowing at her neck hair – that was how little she picked up from what exactly her boyfriend was doing. The amounts of energy that he manipulated were so small, so tiny. She was sure Sirka or any of the others would know to much larger detail what /exactly/ he was doing, but Joy didn't care too much anyway. 

“What's gotten you so fazed?” Sirka asked, looking up from their work. 

Seamon didn't look up, still busy with his manipulation. 

“I need to talk to Seamon,” Joy said shortly. “Not you.” 

Sirka leaned back and crossed her arms. “Whatever.” Her dark eyes – so like her brother's sometimes – were unreadable. They seemed so much more vivid and alert than when Joy had last crossed paths with Sirka. It was a definite change, but with the Lentagon coming into the equation again Joy wasn't about to take any chances. 

“I'll be right with you,” Seamon murmured, before sitting up a heavy, tension-laden minute later. 

“Let's go for a walk,” Joy said, ushering him away from the table. 

He got up slowly, almost reluctantly to let go of his work. “Okay.” 

She took one look over her shoulder as they exited the living room and walked out the front door, and found Sirka staring at he crystal on the table and reaching out her hand as if she wanted to touch it. 

/Ugh, are we getting to that point already? This should be fun.../

“So what is it?” Seamon asked, crossing his arms while leaning against one of the many pine trees around the house. He looked terribly pretty this way, as if he'd just walked out of a clothing commercial. The filtered sunlight cast shadows on his face. His jeans hung low on his hips and his t-shirt showed just a hint of his stomach, enough to made her want to drag him into the bushes and make sweet love to him. 

She shook her head, annoyed with her hormonal response. “I just overheard something that I wanted to share with you.” 

“And that was so important that you had to drag me away from my work and leave Sirka alone with the crystal?” 

She shrugged. “She can't do anything with it, right? Right now, I'm more worried about Ramon. He just told Val flat out that the baby is the only thing that's keeping him from calling the authorities on us.” 

Seamon's face darkened. “I kind of figured that already.” 

“I think she'll lose the baby.” Her stomach clenched to say those words out loud, but it was true. All the signs were pointing to an early miscarriage, tragic as it might be. And the most horrible thing about it was maybe not that there would be a life lost and the pain it would undoubtedly cause Valeria.... but the fact that the first thing that Joy could think of was: “And that means that we're all fucked.” 

“I think I could easily take on Ramon,” Seamon said slowly. “But the last thing I want is another showdown with the government... Jediah is even more hell-bent on killing us than Parsia ever was.” 

“My thoughts exactly.” The sheer thought of it was nauseated. How could they ever keep Ramon from calling down the enforcers upon them? Breaking his communicator, knocking him out... how? “We really need to think on this.” 

“I'll give it some thought,” he said. He then looked up and smiled at her. “I love you, you know that?”

It immediately gave her warm fuzzies. “Wow, where did that come from?” 

He shrugged. “I'm just proud of you. Being all practical and stuff, taking charge of the situation. I think you're awesome.” 

The warm feeling intensified. She smiled back at him. “So are you. How's the work on the crystal going?”

“In other words: when do you think you have this damn thing done?” 

“Exactly.”

“Not that much longer. Work is going extremely fast. I can't build this thing up as quickly as Valeria tore it down back then, but I think that if we keep going like this, we'll be done in two days.” 

That took her aback. “Seriously?”

He grinned. “We're just awesome like that. Also, Sirka's notes are pure golden.” 

“And what'll happen then?”

“I say we get the hell out of there. Because if Valeria miscarries, we're all in big trouble. I don't know how yet, but we'll just figure that out on the fly.”

She nodded slowly. It was a horrid idea, but the best one considering the circumstances. “Alright then. How's Sirka doing?” 

Seamon shrugged again. “Pretty well, I suppose. How the hell am I supposed to know? She seems alright, like the sister I remember.” He frowned. “But what the hell do I know? Last time I really sat down and had a chat with her is over four years ago. The other times were really short, emergency situations, or times when she was out of her fucking mind.”  

Joy took his hand and squeezed. “Don't be defensive, babe. I was just asking.” 

“I know you hate Sirka, but just give her a break, okay? Yes she's an addict, yes she's reckless. But she's a good person.” 

Joy thought of the gun Sirka had waved at her in the beach house. /I wanted to beat the snot out of her,/ Sirka had explained her appearance. /Drown her in the ocean a little, so she knows what it felt like./ That didn't sound like a good person to her... that sounded like someone enraged, someone off-balance. Somebody holding a grudge. But her boyfriend was looking at her with his big brown eyes, pleading silently to agree with him. So she squeezed his hand and smiled. “Whatever you say, babe.” 

“I should get back to work,” he said. But he smiled with a bit of relief, and that made her happy.

“You should. Good luck... if you need anything, just holler, okay?” 

“Okay.” He hugged her briefly, nuzzling her neck for a moment before he went back inside.

Joy sat down on the steps to the entrance and felt not relieved in the least. 

She held her head in her hands and sighed, staying outside alone for a bit longer. The tickling feeling that came from inside the house became more pronounced with every minute that passed. It just seemed to increase bit by bit, until she felt like she needed to scratch at something. Being outside made it easier, though. When she went inside she found Seamon and his sister bowed over the crystal, dark heads close together. Sirka's slender fingers were sliding over the crystal. There were little spots of rainbow light on her hand, scattered by the flashlight she was shining into the crystal. “There,” she said. “You should be able to feel it. And go slowly, this part could trigger something. Be careful.” 

“I'm /always/ careful,” Seamon said with a shit-eating grin, at which she laughed softly. 

“I wonder what mom and dad would say if they'd see us like this,” she said wistfully, retracting her hand from the crystal again. “I mean, we completely fucked up our lives and we're on the run as fugitives, but they always wanted us to work together like this.” 

“Did they?” Seamon said. “I always got the feeling they wanted to push me away from whatever you guys were doing.” 

“That was because you were just a kid,” Sirka said. She shook her head slowly. “They had such high hopes for you.” She paused a moment, looking crestfallen all of a sudden. “And for me.”

“Do you think they would consider us wasted potential, like everybody else calls us?” Seamon asked quietly. He was obviously not working on the crystal anymore, but seemed reluctant to let go of it, Joy noted. 

Sirka just smiled gently and wiped a stray lock of hair out of her brother's face. “Probably. But they'd be really happy to see us like this, working together. And that's what counts right now, right?”

“Right...” 

Something inside Joy ached, and she fled outside again, wondering if Valeria might be having some more grass for her. 

She felt useless, and she had to think of her own father, and how she'd hurt him and his political career. Her father had been an asshole to her ever since her mother died, but she had never wanted him to resign over her own stupid problems. She hadn't thought of the implications when she enabled Seamon and Valeria to flee from the Parsian authorities. Where she'd been a victim before, she had taken charge and deserted her own country willingly. Her father was the collateral damage. And even though she still felt like she hadn't had a choice at that time and couldn't imagine making another choice, she still felt bad about it. She wondered if he knew. 

Stepping outside on the veranda, she found Valeria alone in her rocking chair. “Hey,” Valeria said. She looked up at Joy through half-lidded eyes and smiled lazily. “Come to join me in uselessness?”

Joy nodded. “Can't stand to stay inside anymore.” 

“I know the feeling. Ramon is there, I don't want to be near him right now.”

“You look pretty happy right now, though.”

Valeria's smile grew a bit wider. “That's all grass. Want some? It's in my bag over there.” 

“Yes please. Where do you get this stuff anyway? I thought grass was illegal here.” 

Valeria waved to the eastern side of the house and laughed. “Actually... it /grows/ here. Can you believe it? So I harvested me some yesterday. It's good stuff, too.”

Joy laughed. “I should have known of course, we're close to the sea. Awesome.” 

“It means that I don't have to take those headache pills either. So maybe it's really good for the baby.”

Joy bit on the inside of her cheek as she rummaged in Valeria's bag for the grass. “Yeah, maybe it is.” Neither of them really believed it, that much was obvious. “I just want it to chill out for now. Indulge in my uselessness and hope for the best, you know?”

“Aren't you afraid you'll dream?”

“Maybe that's the only thing I'm useful at. We could use some foreshadowing.”

Valeria's smile vanished. “And maybe we don't. I'm not sure I want to know what'll happen next.” She turned away unhappily to stare holes in the trees. Ah yes, the foreshadowing. 

/Should have known. Sorry Val, but I think we really need it this time, even if you don't want to know the future./

“Last time it got us out of a sticky situation,” Joy reminded her. “You would have been imprisoned for desertion if not for those grass dreams.”

“And this is much better?!” Valeria burst out. Suddenly there were tears running over her cheeks. 

Joy scrambled up and hugged her tightly, to which Valeria clung back to her. “I'm so sorry,” she said between sobs. “I'm such a mess, stupid hormones, and I'm afraid. For the first time I'm really afraid, and I can't /stand/ it...” 

Joy held her tightly and wondered if she should tell Valeria it would be alright. She wondered it would be. She quietly held the weeping Valeria as she eyed the bag with the grass. Maybe Valeria didn't want to know the future, but Joy definitely did. She was going to dream, and she was going to know. Even if some things couldn't be prevented, perhaps other things could be. She wasn't one for sitting about useless. She'd /had/ that time. It was time for action, in whatever little way she could. 

And if she would know about the future, then what could it hurt if she'd tell Valeria a white little lie? “It'll be okay,” she whispered, laying her cheek on Valeria's red-brown hair. “Just you see, it's all going to be okay in the end...”

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: REACHING THE EDGE

Seamon awoke with a start, wondering what had awakened him. The bedroom was quiet, apart from Joy's and his own breathing. He turned over and saw his girlfriend lie next to him, lying on her side and shivering a bit in the coolness of the night because she'd kicked off the sheets in her sleep. She wasn't sleeping quietly, he could tell that she was dreaming. For a moment he thought to wake her; perhaps it was her dreaming that had awakened him.

But then he remembered his own dreams. They were to be expected, he supposed. He'd fallen asleep feeling as if he were fourteen again. There had been crystal tugging at the back of his mind, and the will to skip on sleep to just work on it again and make it perfect. There had been the familiar feeling of strong adepts in the neighbourhood, sharing his house. Even the strength amounts had matched; Valeria was not all that much less strong than his father had been, and Ramon was on an even foot with his mother – who had been a powerhouse where it came to strength. Sirka was her strong own self, her potential burning at the back of his mind... and Joy – well Joy was stronger than Mirella, but not by much. He grinned wryly at the thought of sleeping with the strength equivalent of his eldest sister, and then got up to walk to the bathroom to relieve himself of a full bladder.

Everything around the house was quiet. There was nothing but the slight breeze in the trees outside and the ever-present smell of ocean in the air. That, and the call of crystal. It wasn't a real call, but more of a lingering urge inside of him. Quiet, but steady and relentless. So hard to resist,too. 

Seamon stood in the centre of the bedroom he shared with Joy and smiled sadly at her sleeping form. /God, she has it so easy and she'll never know,/ he thought, and then picked up his jeans and t-shirt from the floor.

He couldn't help it. /I'm sorry for not being stronger,/ he thought sadly, while getting dressed. Joy would probably despise him for doing this. She had expressed so much concern towards his sister and Ramon... and he was just as bad. He just couldn't bring to tell her that. Not after what had happened on the highway the other day; he had disappointed her so much and the look in her eyes had cut so deep, he never wanted to disappoint her like that again. 

And yet here he was, walking down the stairs. /More disappointing with every step you take,/ he told himself, but he kept walking anyway. /You're no better than your sister./ But at the same time there was another level of reasoning going on inside his head: /The sooner you get that crystal done, the better – more chance we get away unscathed... this is better for all of us./ and thoughts of /I'm awake now anyway, I might as well.../

He was so lost in conflicting thoughts that when he entered the living room he was completely startled to find someone else there already. The first thing he spotted, apart from the room being brightly lit, was the opened drawer where he and Sirka had stashed the crystal and their diagrams earlier tonight. His heart skipped a beat – until he realized he could still /feel/ the crystal and he looked around the corner. And there, sitting on the leather couch with the crystal in his tanned hands, was Ramon.

Ramon was completely off-guard. It was obvious he had gotten out of bed as well; wearing only his sweatpants and his dark hair all tousled. He was just holding the crystal with a look of hunger in his eyes, a look of primal need. It was all intensity, dark eyes trying to bore holes into the crystal... that, and the feeling of raw talent on the brink of doing something. Ramon was just heartbeats away of trying to manipulate something through the crystal. 

Seamon's heart skipped another beat. “I wouldn't do that if I were you,” he said loudly.

That startled the Jedian from his reverie. “Why is that?” Ramon asked defensively, dark eyes sparkling dangerously. He cradled the crystal close to his heart and Seamon felt his own heart sink a little at that. /And another one getting fucked up. Where the hell are we going? What are we doing?/

“Because in its unfinished state it is rigged to blow if you try something,” Seamon said with a calm that he didn't feel. “You should have been able to feel that, if you would have cared to check.” 

“You did that on purpose, didn't you?”

Seamon had to laugh at that. “Maybe. It's just the way my parents built their crystal, Sirka and I are just copying and improving. This was something we thought would be useful to keep.” 

“So you could keep it for yourself,” Ramon concluded. He looked like a cornered animal, something that bothered Seamon immensely. He had to talk Ramon down from anxiety; this was definitely not good. Whatever urge he had felt to touch and work the crystal, Ramon was suffering from a larger dose – probably because he'd never experienced anything of the sort. Seamon knew how to brace himself, he'd seen the destructive quality of that longing, he'd experienced it. He'd seen the despair in the eyes of his addicted sister. Ramon had thought that was bullshit, up until now. Because now it had gotten to him, too.

“I can't use it either, mate,” Seamon said quietly. “It's as much as a precaution against you as it is against me. Or Valeria. Or even Sirka.” 

“Why?” 

Seamon smiled and turned on the light in the living room. They both squinted against the bright lamps, but after a moment Seamon pointed at the large windows, where they could see their reflection. “Just look at yourself, Ramon. You look like a fucking fright. See the way you're holding the crystal? See what you wanted to do? You woke up in the middle of the night because you wanted to hold it, do something with it. Right?”

Ramon looked at himself for a moment; sitting in the corner of the couch, hunched over the crystal, clutching it protectively. “I guess.” 

“It's nothing to be ashamed of; we all feel it. Why do you think we rigged it? Not to bug /you/, Ramon... to bug /all/ of us.” 

“I dreamed of it,” Ramon said quietly. He laid the crystal on the glass table, letting go of it reluctantly. “I dreamed of touching it and having the world at my feet. I thought of what I'd be able to do with it... it wouldn't bring my family back but oh, it would make me feel so much better.”

“And that's exactly what Sirka told you about. This is what happens to you... and you know how she ended up.”

“I'm not slashing my wrists.” 

“Give it a year of close proximity, and that might very well be what you do.” 

“Why haven't you done it, then?”

Seamon thought of the time that he'd been chained up. The dullness of his sensations, the hatred from his fellow inmates in prison, the complete hopelessness of his life. “They had me wear wristbands, so I couldn't get to my bonds,” he said, nauseated again at the sheer memory of them. How the hell could Sirka stand it? He'd tried to kill himself, twice over, in that half year that they'd crippled him. Sirka seemed to take it all in stride this time. “Valeria and Sirka freed me. But that was a different situation, a different life. And the Lentagon was not the most important thing on my mind back then. I just wanted to be free. I still want to be free. Maybe I just want that more than the Lentagon right now. I'm done with possibilities and revenge. I just want to be left alone.” He lost himself in thought for a moment, forgetting just for the tiniest instance who he was talking to. “It took me a while and a whole lot of heartache to get there, though. It's completely fucked me over. And it will do the same to you, if you're not careful.” 

Ramon rose from the couch abruptly. “Well whatever, I believe you now. The crystal fucks with your head. Now what?” 

“Now you go to bed?” suggested Seamon gently. “Forget what you wanted to do and try to get some sleep.”

“Right,” Ramon walked past him briskly and opened the door to the stairs.

/Pissed off that you're not better than we are, Ramon?/ 

“Good night,” he couldn't help saying. “And if there's anything...” 

“Yeah, fuck you too.” The door didn't quite slam behind Ramon, but he did close it quite a bit more violently than was actually needed. 

Seamon picked up the crystal and felt the possibilities glow beneath his fingers. Emotional confessions to Ramon be damned, he /still/ wanted to hold the crystal. He /still/ wanted to work on it, make it perfect. Touching the cool crystal, that didn't seem like too much to ask, right? 

He sighed and walked over to the coffee maker and got himself a steaming mug of coffee. Now that he was wide awake, he might as well get some work done. 

And that's exactly what he did. The work went slower without Sirka to assist him, but by the time that the sun was peeking over the horizon he'd made some serious progress. By then his eyes were sandy with sleep and he could tell his concentration was slipping, so he put the crystal away – reluctantly – only because he knew that he couldn't afford mistakes. Not with this crystal, not when he'd gotten this far.

The sunlight was just painting the bedroom copper when he slipped between the sheets and snuggled up to Joy, wrapping her in his arms. She stirred and smiled, looking lovely in her half-sleep. “Have you been working all night?” she murmured.

“Yeah. Sorry.” 

“Workaholic,” she said, leaning back into his embrace. She was languid and warm with sleep. “Watch out, okay?” 

“I had to kick Ramon out of the room for it,” he said softly. 

She sighed. “Goddammit. I knew it.” 

“That is why I stayed up all night. We need to finish this thing fast, babe. I think Ramon's not the only person we need to worry about.” 

She turned herself on her side to look at him, grey eyes wide with worry. “Who else-”

He just looked at her, and she understood. “You? Oh.” 

“I'm so sorry.” 

She pulled him against her. “At least you're sane enough to realize. You're stronger than that.”

He buried his face in her neck and breathed in the scent of her hair. “I love you, Joy.”

***

Their sleep didn't last long, though. He woke up a measly three hours later because Joy woke him up, breathing heavily and looking distraught. “What is it?” he asked, instantly awake. 

She looked awfully pale in the morning sunlight. “I dreamt of Ramon. He was so angry, shouting that he'd kill you.” 

“That sounds like something Ramon would say when he's pissed off,” he said. He took her in her arms and noticed her shivering, despite the fact that she felt clammy with sweat. “Are you okay?”

Joy exhaled deeply and hugged him tightly. “Not yet,” she said. “Just I just keep breathing. Why the hell are those dreams always so terrifying?” 

“Probably because we live fucked up lives and are always on the brink of disaster,” he said, caressing her hair. “We'll be okay, babe. Don't worry.” 

“Trying not to,” she breathed deeply. “But I am so sick and tired of being powerless.” 

“I can imagine.” He tried to imagine her frustration, being the only one in the lodge not being able to do anything energy-related. No manipulations, no crystal, and everything in that field passing you by. On the other hand, she didn't have to deal with the call of the crystal at the back of her mind. “But you know, maybe it's a blessing too.” 

“It isn't, when you are in a hostile situation like this one.” She let go of him and raked a hand through her tangled sleep-messed hair. “I think I'll go and take a shower. That'll get me back on my feet.” 

Seamon watched her slide out of the bed, naked and lovely. She wrapped a sheet around her body and smiled at him, before she opened the door to the bathroom. He smiled back at her. “I'll make sure we get the power on our side,” he said. “I promise.” 

She nodded at that, and he sat in the bed for a couple of moments more, thinking about crystal and talents. There weren't any concrete thoughts, just some idle musing before he realized that sleep wasn't going to happen anymore. He'd just have to trust in his sister's alertness today, then. 

He got dressed and went downstairs to find everyone else already awake. Ramon and Valeria were at the veranda again (and very obviously /not/ talking), and his sister was poring over diagrams. Between a mess of sheets she was sitting with her communicator in hand, tapping furiously away at the screen with her stylus. When she heard his approach, she looked up with sparkling dark eyes. “Take a look at this,” she said excitedly, without as much as a good morning. She looked awake, alert, intelligent, and very happy as she waved her communicator about. 

“What is it?” he asked, while stifling a yawn.

Sirka grinned. “I think I did something really cool.” 

He sat down next to her and took the communicator, which just showed readings and calculations that he'd never seen before. “What am I looking at?”

She grinned wider. “Ask for a graphical display of what I just wrote out here.” 

He took the stylus and tapped on the left side of the screen, and then watched with widening eyes as the communicator began to calculate the image of the crystal, compartments and all. “How the hell did you...?”

Sirka shrugged, but her cheeks were flushed with mirth. “You knew I'm a programmer and hacker, Seamon. How else would I have been such a great Port specialist? I know how to work this stuff. I just wrote a program that'll show what we're working on, and how things are connected.” 

“You /just/ programmed this?” 

“Well, I already had some programs and interfaces lying about, of course. I just had to modify some stuff.”

He blinked at the picture of the crystal on his screen. A few taps with the stylus, and it even zoomed in on different parts. The natural faultlines in the crystal were glowing gold, unfinished compartments were a glaring red. Working compartments were dark green. It was so logical, it was so simple in its design! “You'd be a millionaire if you would sell this to the Delgado University.” 

She smiled sweetly. “Thank you. Do you think this'll help?”

/Hell yes!/ This visualization was already helping immensely. What he couldn't see anymore last night, was suddenly clear as day. “We need to rearrange stuff in the upper quadrant,” he realized, looking at the images. “If we continue working there like that, we're going to run into all kinds of problems.” 

“I noticed you did some stuff there last night, is that correct?” 

He nodded. “I woke up in the middle of the night and had some ideas. Couldn't sleep anymore, so I thought I might as well do some work. Had to kick out Ramon, though.” 

She frowned. “Did you run into any problems?”

“Naw, it was okay enough. Mostly educational for him, I suppose.” 

“It must be hard,” she said softly. “I /know/ I can't do anything with it, and that opens a whole new world of frustration... but that's liberating, too. I programmed all night to take my mind off it. It's not really physical anymore, just mental. But for him...” 

“It's as hard for him as anyone,” Seamon said. “We should just keep an eye on him, that's all. I trust him less than Valeria, in that regard.” /Or myself,/ he thought somberly.

There was a strange look on her face. “Let's just get to work,” she said, taking her communicator back. Her dark hair obscured her face now, and Seamon wondered what was going on in his sister's head. “That upper quadrant needs some tweaking, indeed.” 

They worked vigorously that day. The visualization programme that Sirka had created worked great; they were able to immediately show each other what they meant when they discussed possibilities and compartments, and that made their work so much easier. It quadrupled their working speed, and even allowed Valeria to put in her two cents on the compartment structure of the crystal. Valeria was quiet and withdrawn, but she did point out a few key issues and was able to give them pointers on how to circumvent those. “If there's anything I know, it's how stuff blows up when you take away the compartments,” she said, smiling a little. “I'm just glad to help out.” 

Her help turned out to be crucial, as well. Around dinnertime Seamon made a near-fatal mistake when he was trying to manipulate the crystal. His mistake was incredibly small, only a fraction of a percentage, but he had not allowed himself any error margin in that quadrant. 

She was sitting next to him, quiet and unobtrusively, hugging herself while she watched what he was doing. Sirka was in the kitchen, having a bite of whatever dinner Seamon hadn't had yet. Joy had made something with beans and rice, but he wasn't very interested. Valeria hadn't eaten much, either. She had just watched what he was doing with a sort of hunger that had nothing to do with food. 

He was getting tired at that point. Working without breaks and on too little sleep was taking its toll. He was feeling bleary, but there was this overwhelming /need/ to keep working. They were getting so close, and their work was so beautiful, so intricate... he couldn't stop now. /Got to go on, got to finish this, got to do this/ was running through his head like a litany without end. 

And that's when it happened. He was channelling his energy into a compartment, trying to build another tiny fragment of crystal that would become the wall of another little fragment. This would allow the energy to be stored and in a link with all the other tiny microscopic compartments, multiply the energy that he was channelling into it. /Just this one, and then one in the segment right next to it, and then.../

“Stop,” Valeria said sharply, cutting through his concentration.

It was like she pulled him out of a bleary dreamworld made of crystal and energy. He blinked and let go of the energy, pulling it back into himself. “What is it?” 

She wordlessly pointed at the crystal in his hands, where little lights were still inhabiting the crystal. Little lights, like there had been when they'd disassembled the Lentagon. While Valeria had pulled the compartments down bit by bit, the little lights had grown brighter. Until the thing had exploded violently. The only reason they had survived that explosion was because Seamon had drawn up a shield to protect them... and as it was, they all got injured anyway. 

And now lights. Energy. In the Lentagon.

“Fuck,” he whispered, and immediately went back to work again. 

Valeria had grabbed some paper and scribbled a diagram for him, writing out the percentages for him, the exact angles on how to place the compartments. She didn't even say anything, the drawings she shoved in his face said it all. 

Sirka had ran over to join them the moment he had cursed and was anxiously looking over his shoulder. “Are you okay?” she whispered, “Oh my God, do you need me to...”

“You can't,” he said through clenched teeth, as he built the crystal compartments from scratch.

He was too focused on the crystal to notice any of his sister's reaction to this, but when he looked up minutes later, she was not in the room any more. 

“Good save,” Valeria said, reaching out to touch the crystal briefly. He could feel her potential through the crystal; close and familiar. 

“Yeah,” he said, leaning back in his chair. He was suddenly extremely tired. 

“If you want to, I can help. I can do some stuff, if you need me to. You look like hell, dude.” 

“Yeah,” was all he could say.

She regarded him quietly. “Or you could just, like... take a break. Console your sister, she's crying.” 

“What did I do?” 

“You just reminded her rather sharply of what she's unable to do,” Valeria said. “Go to her. I'll go over your diagrams and see if you don't blow us all up if you continue like this.”  

He immediately did what she told him to. He stormed out of the livingroom, onto the veranda, where he found his sister being hugged by Ramon of all people. She was sobbing against his chest, and he was holding her tightly against himself. Possessively, even, Seamon thought. Their eyes met over his weeping sister and dammit if the Jedian wasn't challenging him. He was just a heartbeat away from an all-out grin, staring boldly and without any shame. /Yeah, so I'm hugging your sister, probably shagging her – and there's nothing you can do about it/ his expression said. 

It made Seamon want to punch his lights out. Whatever his issues were with Sirka, she was still his sister. He didn't want to see her end up with someone like Ramon. And to think that he'd just enabled his situation made him feel even more annoyed. “I'm so sorry Sirka, I'm an asshole,” he said to her turned back.

“Never mind,” she said, letting go of Ramon. “You were just concentrating, I was breaking in on it, I understand. It's not you.” She looked at Ramon for a moment, smiling her sad smile. “Thank you by the way.” 

Ramon just shrugged. “I can only imagine what you're going through with those things around your wrists.” 

Seamon's heart ached. “And I know exactly what it's like, Sirka. I'm so sorry.” 

“It's okay,” Sirka said. She wiped the tears from her face and sat down on the edge of the veranda. “There's something I haven't told you guys yet; but maybe it's time to share this information with you. I'm not sure whether I've been lied to... but the crystal is pretty much the only thing keeping my wrists together. The doctor that resuscitated me said that if I'd ever take off my bonds... like, completely take them off, I'd bleed to death in just a few minutes.” 

“WHAT?!” He was shouting, and he couldn't help it. “That must be a lie.” 

Sirka's shoulders slumped. “It would make sense. Why would Parsia take those pains to patch me up again? They know what I've done, what I am capable of. It's in everyone's best interests to keep me chained up... so why shouldn't they have built in a bit of security that I'll never take these fucking things off?” 

“Or they just told you this, so you wouldn't try,” Ramon said thoughtfully. “That's just as easy. Clever ruse, though.” 

That was exactly the kind of nasty thing Seamon had come to expect from his government. It didn't surprise him, but he felt thoroughly disgusted. He remembered the maddening bleakness of his existence during the time he'd been chained up and just couldn't speak for a moment. He sat down next to his sister and laid his arm around her shoulder.

“It's okay,” Sirka said softly. She smiled at him. “I think I deserved it, anyway.” 

He squeezed in her shoulder. “No you didn't, Sir. Never think you did. You fucked up... but you don't deserve this.” And to his own surprise, he believed what he was saying. Despite the fact that he spent the two most miserable years of his existence in prison because she had turned him in... despite the betrayal at Lake Mentorna... he really believed it. Now he knew her story, he could finally love her again for who she was. Sure, she was still messed up beyond belief and he would never trust her in the vicinity of crystal, but she didn't deserve this. “I'm so sorry,” he said. 

“I'm sorry too,” she whispered. Silent tears were running over her face again, but she didn't seem all that sad. They were connected again, and Seamon had missed that so incredibly much.

Behind them, Ramon silently went back into the house again.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: BECOME THE CATALYST


Another day passed in which Seamon and Sirka furiously worked on their project. The itching feeling at the back of Joy's mind increased with every hour, until she walked around with a permanent feeling of unease and with the urge to reach out and grab the crystal from their hands. It made her irritable and only fed her feeling of uselessness; especially because Seamon and Sirka had started to include Valeria on their project as well, and Ramon was not really someone she felt comfortable to hang out with. 

She mostly spent the day smoking grass and busying herself around the kitchen. It wasn't that the others were all that interested in having meals, but she had to do /something/. That evening Seamon announced that they were reaching a critical point, so he shooed everybody out of the livingroom by telling them that Sirka and he needed quiet if they wanted to do this right. 

Joy and Valeria sat on the veranda with Joy's communicator. Valeria had been spotting again and was having pains in her underbelly, which they found out after a few searches through the netlink were definite symptoms of impending miscarriage. “It could still be okay in the end, it doesn't have to be all fucked up,” Joy said, trying to console Valeria. 

Valeria just looked sick. “Did you dream of a future where I was pregnant? Or one where I had a baby?” 

She hadn't, but that was mostly because her dreams had focused on different aspects. “I dreamt of Ramon screaming that he was going to kill Seamon. And... other stuff. Scary stuff. No baby stuff.” She didn't dare to recount her dream of Ramon breaking Sirka's bonds. 

“It just feels wrong,” Valeria had confessed. “I don't think this is going to last, and I'm so very scared of what'll happen then. Ramon is going to flip out.” 

Joy squeezed Valeria's hand. “He was the one that gave you that drug. He knew what could happen.” 

“That doesn't mean that it won't destroy his hopes and dreams.” 

“For some reason, I really don't give a shit if /he/ doesn't get what he wants,” Joy said. She was feeling quite resentful towards the Jedian. What was there to like about him anyway? “What the hell is he going to do, throw a temper tantrum?” 

'We'll probably end up facing the Jedian government,” said Valeria somberly. “And they shoot before they negotiate.”

“Can't we just stop him from making that call?” 

“How would you do that? By killing him?” 

And horrifically enough, Joy realized that had been her first instinct. /I'm getting just as fucked up as the rest of you. I wouldn't hurt a fly, I freaked out at Seamon just a few days ago for killing government officials to save our lives... and now this./ She tried to reject the idea quickly, and then came up with something else. “Or just... I don't know, kill all communicators in the house. Except for yours, or something.” 

“Maybe tonight, when everyone's sleeping,” Valeria said thoughtfully. “Good one there, Joy.” 

/You must be messed up in the head Val, if I have to come up with the practical solution,/ Joy thought sadly. “Will you do it, then?” 

“Yeah, I will.” 

If Valeria had done so, Joy was too wasted to notice. She went to bed early, hardly noticed that her boyfriend wasn't joining her, and slept deeply, dreaming the dreams of grass.

She dreamed of Seamon lying next to her on the bed while she slept. He was caressing her face and looking at her, whispering that he loved her, that he wouldn't let anything happen to her. It was a sweet dream, one that made her smile even as she was sleeping. Later she wouldn't be able to recall whether it had been a grass dream, something that had really happened, or just a very dear wish.

And then, surely as Valeria had asked her whether Joy had dreamt about her, Joy now dreamt of hands stained with blood and tears and a white tiled environment. Like a bathroom. And such grief, such loss, like nothing she'd ever experienced before. 

She woke up to a pillow wet with her own tears and whispered: “Oh God, oh God,” to the grey light that comes before the dawn. Seamon was not there; he was not lying next to her like she'd dreamed... but that dream was vanishing swiftly under the onslaught of the sinking realization that Valeria's fears were coming true.  

Blindly, she stumbled out of bed, threw on her t-shirt and shorts, and left the room. Valeria hadn't wanted to know the future, but she needed to do something. There were cobwebs in her head and she was full of grief and panic and leftover images from her dream. She didn't really know what she was doing, but she just bashed open the door to the room that Valeria shared with Sirka and found it empty. 

There was light in the small bathroom that was connected to the room, though. 

“Valeria?” Joy asked, heart sinking. 

There was no answer. 

Later, she wouldn't be able to recall how she got through that room. The next moment she just had the doorknob in her hand and she was looking at Valeria, who was sitting in a corner on the bathroom on the tiled floor. She was wearing just a t-shirt and panties, and she was hugging herself and crying silently. 

“Valeria?” Joy asked again. Her heart was breaking. To see Valeria like this... this naked hurting... this might very well be the most distressing sight she'd ever seen. The white tiled floor, the pristine environment... and Valeria looking up at her with red-rimmed eyes full of grief and hands stained with blood. 

“I just flushed away what could have been my baby,” Valeria said with a voice that rasped like sandpaper. “I don't know what to do.” 

Joy fell to her knees and hugged Valeria tightly. “I'm so sorry,” she whispered. “I'm so fucking sorry.” 

“I didn't even know whether I /wanted/ this kid, but hell... I sure didn't want this to happen,” Valeria said between tears. “I feel so guilty, I feel like I killed him or her and just... /flushed/...I didn't even look...”

What could she say to a thing like this? What could she do? Joy just did what came naturally to her. She held Valeria in her arms and cried with her. 

That shared moment of grief lasted for perhaps two minutes before Joy froze with realization. Valeria wasn't the only one who lost her child, and the other parent would take it a lot worse. “Did you break the communicators?” she blurted out, before she could even think twice about bringing up the subject to Valeria in her distraught state. 

Valeria shook her head. Her eyes were very green and bright in the white light of the bathroom. “I was about to, but then I started bleeding and...” 

“It's okay,” said Joy, even though it wasn't. She understood, though. It might kill them all in the end, but she could so imagine Valeria's situation and her motivation. The moment the bleeding started... she would have done exactly the same. 

“No, you're right.” Valeria wiped her hair out of her tear-ravaged face and sighed. “I should maybe try to keep this quiet, too. Maybe Ramon won't notice, maybe I can fool him a little longer.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “He's awake though. Seamon is about to finish the crystal, and he chased Ramon and Sirka out of the room so he could concentrate. I'm just... I should...” 

Joy hugged her. “Maybe you should try to shower, clean yourself up a little. Maybe it'll help.” 

/God she's trying so hard to be the tough one, like always, but this time it's not working.../

“I'll just have to /do/ stuff. If I stand still and /think/ about it, I'll fall apart.” She reached out and grabbed some toiletpaper in which she loudly blew her nose. “Seriously; the moment I am miscarrying my baby, Ramon is sitting in the next room, snogging Sirka of all people. How much more fucked up can your life be?” 

So she knew. Joy had tried so hard to keep what she'd overseen on the veranda the other day a secret, but it turned out that Valeria had found out anyway. “I'm so sorry.” 

“Not as much as I am. Ramon and I, what a clusterfuck.” She covered her face in her hands for a moment. “I wouldn't say it's better off dead because it hurts so fucking much but... hell... It's such a mess...” 

“It's WHAT?” Ramon screamed. He was standing in the dooropening and they'd never heard him arrive, they'd never seen him stand there, focused as they'd been on each other and their situation. 

Both girls jerked around, nearly clinging onto each other in shock. 

/Oh fuck. He knows. He knows!/ Joy's heart stilled in her chest and adrenaline jolted through her body. She didn't think, she just panicked. 

For a moment the whole world ceased to exist and all she had been reduced to was a cornered animal that /really/ wanted to get the fuck out of that bathroom. 

Before anyone could even do or say anything she jumped up and ran, pushing Ramon out of the doorway. She ignored Sirka, who was right behind him in the bedroom, and just bolted out. Joy effectively left Ramon alone with Valeria now, which was something she'd never forgive herself for, but in that moment she just blanked out. She hadn't felt such gut-wrenching fear since she'd been in that boat with Sirka.  

She nearly fell down the stairs in her need to get downstairs, tripping over her own feet and hanging onto the railing for dear life for a split second, before going on to the livingroom. And she felt it, before she opened that door. The feeling of /something/ clicking into place, something that was connected to that itch, that urge. Suddenly the urge to go and touch the crystal increased to a need that was nearly equal to her need to get out of here. It was that powerful. 

She slammed the door open.

Seamon was sitting at the dinner table and he had the crystal in his hands. His eyes were shining and he smiled gloriously: “Joy! It's done! Can you feel it? I think I did it, I actually did it!” He looked as beautiful as she'd ever seen him. Healthy, brilliant, and glowing with power and possibility. More alive than anything else in the room. 

It was the looks of him that allowed her breathlessness long enough to give his exclamation, before she shut the door loudly behind her and leaned against it, as if she needed to keep something up there, on the first floor. Her heart thundered in her throat. “Valeria just lost her baby. Ramon knows. We're so fucked.” 

The colour drained out of his face. “Shit.” 

“Valeria said she-”

He shook his head. “No, wait,” he interrupted her. “Come here.” 

“What is it?” She had a gut feeling about this, a bad feeling. /This is not good,/ she thought. But she went to him anyway. 

She came to stand next to him and he moved closer to her – at first she thought it was for a hug, but then he hooked his arm around her neck and pulled her close to him, pressing against her back and effectively choking her. “What are you /doing/?” she blurted out, tugging at his arm in confusion and shock.

“Saving our lives. Hold still, Joy.” 

And through their physical contact, she could suddenly feel the glowing potential of the crystal and the feeling of the world at their feet. Seamon felt larger than life, like what she imagined a god would be, full of beauty and ability to change the world. And that was exactly what he did. He changed Reality. 

Seamon ripped open a Port, so much smoother and faster than Ramon had done a few days prior. Faster what she'd seen /him/ do earlier, even when he had the Lentagon in his hands. This crystal had a stronger composition. It was stronger!

“Seamon!” Joy screamed, elbowing him in the stomach to get away. 

He didn't budge, though. “Forgive me. We'll be back for them,” he said, and then dragged her through the Port, kicking and screaming. 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: VENDETTA

They all felt it. Of course they did. She was just screaming at Ramon: “I don't owe you an explanation, I don't owe you /anything!/ while inwardly raging at Joy's retreat, when they all fell silent.

There was this /surge/ of energy, and then they could all feel very exactly how Seamon ripped a hole in Reality. It was powerful enough for Valeria to become nauseated again, but she pulled herself up anyway. She swayed on her feet and looked at Ramon and Sirka in the dooropening. The two Adepts were speechless for a moment, staring at each other with mirroring expressions of dumb disbelief. 

The surge fizzled out abruptly, and suddenly there was just that feeling of distorted Reality left. 

“Did Seamon just /Port/ away?” Valeria asked incredulously.

Sirka swallowed big emotions away. “Yes he did,” she said, her voice thick with anger. “I can't believe this-” but the low sound of her voice was drowned out by Ramon's scream of rage. 

“Motherfucker!!” the Jedian shouted, punching against the wall while brimming with energy. The tiles of the bathroom wall nigh exploded as they were turned to dust by his powerful slam.

/They fled. Fucking cowards, they just took the Lentagon and fled, leaving Sirka and me with Ramon just as we've given him the worst news possible. Bastards./ Anger bubbled in Valeria's stomach as well, almost enough to overshadow her grief and sadness for a moment. She had to do something- anything. So she daunted past Ramon and Sirka much like Joy had done just a minute earlier. She had to see for herself, she had to see to believe. They'd all felt it, but to see it for real...

When she came downstairs all that was left was the livingroom. An array of papers, and an empty room. That was all. She could taste the ozone on her tongue, as well as the distinctive smell of a Port, but that was all. No Joy. No Seamon. No crystal. 

Behind them, the door slammed open. Sirka came to stand next to her, breathing heavy with anger. She looked positively fearsome when enraged; no wonder Joy had been scared shitless of her in that boat. There was no madness in Sirka's eyes, but there was definitely rage. And enraged, she looked like the spitting image of her brother. “He just /ran off/ with the crystal,” she spat.

“Yeah,” Valeria agreed. “Reminds you of something, doesn't it?” 

Sirka shot her the dirtiest look in the history of mankind. “The irony of the situation is not lost on me.” She cursed under her breath. “And the horrible thing is that there is /nothing/ I can do. I want to drag him back by his hair, I want to kick his ass, I...” 

“I want that fucking crystal!” Ramon shouted from the stairwell, where he'd obviously overheard their conversation. 

And that's when Valeria suddenly realized that Seamon might very well have done the wisest thing possible by fleeing with the crystal. Handing over the crystal would leave them very exposed and without protection against the Jedian government, and there was nothing to indicate that Ramon would drop them off in Calania somewhere and that he would let them all go on their merry way. 

Quite in contrary even. His words were still ringing in her ears. /I don't give a shit about you or your stupid Parsian friends Valeria, but you hold the key to a possible family... As long as you're here, raising this child under this law will be the only thing that will keep you alive./ Those weren't words that inspired confidence that he would let them ever get away from here. And with the crystal in his hands, who were they to object?  Apart from taking a stand right there in the livingroom, right now, this was the only thing he could have done. Valeria herself would probably have gone for the confrontation, but she couldn't blame Seamon for doing as he'd done. Funnily enough she resented Joy more for leaving her alone.

Ramon was lacking such understanding completely. He entered the room and immediately looked at Sirka. “Find your brother,” he demanded. “We'll do that bloodvoodoo thing, and then we'll hunt him down like the animal he is.” 

Sirka backed down a little at that. She took a step back, even physically. “I could help you,” she said. But her face was turning unreadable all of a sudden, and Valeria was wondering what was going on in the chained Adept's dark head. “I could, but I need you to do me a favour first.” 

“Why the /hell/ should I?” 

“Because I can help you, asshole,” Sirka shouted. She balled her fists and spat: “I'll give you all the fucking blood you want, but I want something in return for selling out my brother.” 

Ramon crossed his arms. “What do you want?” 

And Sirka stuck out her wrists, where the light from the overhead lamp was making crystal sparkle. “I want you to downgrade my bonds.”

Valeria's heart sank. /Oh hell. She's doing it. He betrayed her, and she'll revert right back to the backstabbing bitch that I'd gotten to know her as. Sob stories about crystal addiction be damned, she just sold out her fucking brother. Again./ 

“Sirka-” she started, but Sirka shot her such a dark glare that she shut up immediately. 

“If I break your bonds, you'll die,” said Ramon. “You said that you might.” 

Sirka smiled a little. “That's why I asked you to just downgrade them, not break them. Take the metal away and it'll be just crystal, just a pain barrier. Valeria can show you how.” 

“That is your price?” 

“Should be fair enough,” Sirka shrugged. “Downgrade my bonds, we'll make you the crystal, you find my brother and smack him around for me. Everybody wins.” 

“You'll get him killed,” said Valeria bitterly. “Your own brother. You're every bit the bitch we thought you were.” 

“Shut up,” said Ramon. “You just show me how to take off those bonds.” 

Valeria raised her hands in a defensive gesture and noticed the stains on her hands. She'd never taken the time to rinse off the blood. It was such a harsh reminder that it threw her off guard for a moment. “I don't see why the hell I would do that.” 

He grabbed her hands, blood stains and all. “Because I say so.” 

“I'm not afraid of you,” Valeria said, meeting his dark eyes directly. Inside, she was a quivering mess.

“You should be,” Ramon said. “You're totally outmatched, girl. In every single way. And you know it.” 

He was right. She was realistic enough to say that he was right. Bleeding and distraught as she was at the moment, she knew that she could not have a chance. Her speed and agility, which had always been her forte, were fraying at the ends. She didn't feel well, and he was so much more talented than she was. Still, she wasn't about to admit that out loud. “You're not. But I'll work along anyway.” 

He smirked at that, but thankfully didn't say anything. 

“Alright then. This will probably hurt,” she said to Sirka. “The metal gets hot. Ramon has to push through, though; if he quits halfway you might be fucked up for life. So you'll just have to bear the pain and the blisters.” /And I'm not going to feel one bit sorry for you./

“Nothing new there,” Sirka smiled vaguely. “I'm used to bearing pain.” 

“I'm sure you are.” 

She explained quickly to Ramon on how to break the metal away from the link. There was a heat element involved; the metal would melt, and then he'd have to break the links with the crystal compartments. He took to it quickly enough. He was, after all, a natural where it came to these things. She didn't need many words to explain him the mechanics, much of it he had figured out already. 

“Give me your hands,” he finally said to Sirka.

She laid her hands in his and he squeezed them for a moment. “You'll still be barred from using your talents by a blinding pain, yes?” Ramon said. When Sirka nodded, he continued: “But at least you'll feel like /you/ again. Restricted, but you. In all your brilliant glory, like you're meant to be.”

It was stupid; she couldn't stand Ramon and she was definitely not interested in a long term relationship with Ramon, but she wanted to punch his lights out for his flirtation with Sirka while she was standing right there with them. 

“Please, go ahead,” Sirka said, not even taking notice of Valeria. Her eyes were shining with anticipation. “To feel again; that would be so brilliant. It would be worth my blood.”

/And worth your brother, apparently./ She didn't say anything, though. Valeria leaned against the wall and thought about her communicator and her clothes, which were still in the bathroom. She didn't have to see how Ramon broke Sirka's bonds so she decided to go for the sensible route; she ran upstairs to retrieve her clothes and some pads for in her underwear. She was still bleeding sometimes, but by now the worst cramps and bloodloss had passed. She also rummaged through Ramon's stuff, but she couldn't find his communicator to break. /Bah, should have done that a long time ago./

She quickly dressed herself and then went back downstairs again, where Ramon was doing his utter best. Beads of sweat were rolling over his face while he was drawing deeply onto the energy that his talents provided. Metal boiled up like mercury and dripped on the expensive marble floor, but nobody even took note of that. Ramon was too busy with his manipulation, and Sirka was standing still... too still. The empty look in her eyes reminded Valeria uncannily of that time when Sirka attacked her. Maybe Sirka just went away inside her head when she felt pain. /Would make sense, I suppose,/ Valeria thought. 

“Are you alright?” she couldn't help asking. 

“I'm okay,” Sirka said. Her voice reflected the deadness in her eyes. “It burns, though.” It was unnatural how still she was. By this time, Seamon had already started sweating and grinding his teeth. She had told him to brace himself and keep quiet, and that the other option was to chop his hands off. And he had been desperate to get away from the pain. Later he'd described the feeling as if his wrists were very literally on fire and the flesh was being cooked off his bones. 'My five minutes of personal hell,/ he'd called it.

And yet Sirka was standing still like a statue, no emotions displayed, no self-preservation instinct that told her to get the hell away from the pain that Ramon was inflicting upon her. The scars on her ravaged wrists turned redder and she grew blisters, but that was it. It felt completely surreal to Valeria. “Doesn't it hurt like a motherfucker?” she asked.

Sirka smiled vaguely. “I'm used to bearing pain. I can disconnect... I'll be okay.” 

And that's when things started to connect in Valeria's head. 

Of course Sirka was used to bearing pain. Where Seamon had passed out every time he tried to reach through his bonds and the painbarrier, Sirka had borne that for nearly a year. She'd even done so in her sleep. The painbarrier didn't mean as much to Sirka as it did to anyone else who was chained up with crystal. As soon as the metal was gone, Sirka would be able to /do/ things again with her potential. She would feel her talents come back to life, tingling like when your arm has gone asleep.

It made her dangerous and unpredictable again. And Sirka had planned this way. She'd planned it all along. But who was she trying to con here? What was her goal? /Is it the Lentagon? Is it her brother? What do you want, Sirka? Why the snogging with Ramon? What are you doing?!/

Metal dripped, Ramon worked. He was brimming with energy. Bit by bit the metal was melted off the crystal and the infusion was removed. Where once were crystal with a metal inlay, there would now only be crystal. Bit... by little bit... 

And then the last drop fell and the crystal around Sirka's wrists flashed. 

Very bright, and very red, just once. 

Ramon cursed and nearly tripped as he backed off, and Sirka sank through her knees. She sat down on the marble floor and laughed. “Oh hell, I can feel it again. It's back, all of it, it's back. Thank you, thank you,” she whispered in Parsian. She covered her face in her hands and suddenly she was full of emotion again, full of life. She looked up at the ceiling and then closed her eyes in a moment of pure self-indulgence. “God, it's back. I feel like myself again, there's so much colour and energy and I-” 

“Snap out of it.” Ramon said in sharp Jedian. “Can't understand a word you're saying and your bitch-ass brother's headstart is increasing. Let's get to business.”

“Fuck you,” Sirka hissed in Parsian, but the words were similar enough in both languages that he completely understood the message. 

Ramon blinked. He didn't say anything, but he just went very still. 

Sirka didn't offer any further explanation, either. She stood up from her kneeling position on wobbly legs and smiled at Valeria. “Do you happen to have any band-aid or something? Or something to treat burns?” She spoke in Parsian once again, to the obvious annoyance of Ramon. 

Valeria couldn't see what the dark-haired Adept was getting at, but the concept of pestering Ramon was one that she liked. She decided to go along for now. “Top cupboard in the kitchen is a first aid kit.”

“Thanks.” She walked to the kitchen at a leisury pace, opened up the cupboard, and rummaged around. She was taking her time, and Valeria looked on with amusement at Ramon, who was now all but fuming with frustration. It took her the better part of five minutes before she returned with bandaged wrists and vaguely smelling of cucumber and aloe. That wasn't the most striking thing about her, though. She looked so alert, so alive. Ragged and pained after the ordeal of downgrading, but so alive. 

Valeria had only seen Seamon after his downgrading for mere seconds before she passed out, but now she could almost imagine why Joy had felt that attracted to him on that night. It was pure pheromones, and Valeria didn't even like girls that way.  

“Ramon, I have to tell you something,” said Sirka. She spoke Jedian again.

The Jedian was grinding his teeth. “I assume that you're ready to give your blood now? I suppose we could clean out the crystal we used for Val and attune it appropriately.” 

Sirka shook her dark head slowly. “I'm not.” 

Between heartbeats, Valeria could feel the jolt of the incredible amount energy that Sirka produced. 

She instinctively dove out of the way, but the blow wasn't meant for her. She would have been too late anyway; it came too fast for anyone to react to and the force knocked Ramon against the wall with a sickening crunch. Plaster exploded and the fancily painted wall turned to dust. He slid down against the destroyed wall and coughed against the dust for one moment, but he didn't have much time for that. 

Sirka sucked in her breath and channelled out her energy again, easy as that. It was as if there was no crystal encircling her wrists, as if there was no pain barrier. What she was doing was completely insane, but it was working. “Did you really think I'd let you anywhere near my brother or the crystal, you arrogant idiot?” she shouted, while she moved air to press him against the wall, knocking him in the head in the process. For a moment, Ramon was too disoriented to react against anything. “Did you think that I would fall for your stupid flirtations and let you play me like that? Are you really that fucking dense?” 

“You're supposed to hurt-” Ramon groaned, trying to gather his wits to protect himself.

“Oh, I'm hurting alright,” Sirka grinned. “But not as much as you will. Stay away from my /brother/.”

At that moment as if on cue, her nose began to bleed violently, as if somebody had turned open a tap. Sirka cringed as she battled pains that must have knocked anyone else unconscious, but she continued with her onslaught. She lashed out with incredible amounts of power and energy. It surprised Valeria that it wasn't enough to kill outright, but then she understood that Ramon was doing the bare minimum to protect himself. Sirka drew fire too, blistering Ramon all over when he was starting to regain his senses – enough to push him off balance once again and make him lose his concentration for the protective shield. 

And between all that, she shot a look at Valeria: “What are you waiting for,” she hissed in Parsian, her eyes sparkling while her face was staining with blood. “Run, you idiot!” 

“Will you kill him?” Valeria asked, staring at the injured Ramon. 

“If you'll keep talking to me, he'll kill /me/. Run, idiot. I'm buying your life here!” 

Hazel eyes met dark eyes and looked into the window of the soul. No words were needed. One moment, one heartbeat of perfect understanding.

And Valeria ran. 

Off the veranda, into the woods. She had her communicator, she could call Seamon to come and pick her up... and she could run as far away as she could, because Sirka had asked her to. Sirka had played Ramon in the past few days. The kisses, the flirts... it had all been a part of a plan to lure in Ramon, to get him to trust her. The real question was whether she was trying to protect either Seamon or the crystal, but in the end it didn't really matter. Sirka was stalling Ramon so that the others could get away before the government enforcers would arrive and kill everyone; that was the sacrifice she was making.

And she was doing it gladly, Valeria had seen it in her eyes. For that one moment, all false-playing had gone out of the window. Valeria had seen straight into Sirka's battered soul and she had seen sacrifice. /Get away, I'll deal with Ramon,/ she'd said. Normally Valeria might have gotten suspicious, she might have expected Sirka to join up with Ramon after all... but not now. Not after that one last look.

/I'm buying your life here!/

If there ever would have been a chance of redemption in the eyes of her brother, or even in the eyes of Joy and Valeria, this moment was now. Sirka was giving it all up for the continued freedom of her brother and his friends and the security that the Jedian government would never get their hands on the crystal energy amplifier. 

Valeria would flee and get some distance between herself and the place where Seamon Ported, and then she would wait quietly and undetected while he would pick her up through another Port, after which they'd try to make their way to Calania or wherever else they wanted to go... with the crystal amplifier, they could go anywhere, the possibilities were endless. They could go to Surral even, the most southern point in the world, where Jediah and Parsia were just names of faraway lands and their struggle was shrugged at. Perhaps they could finally be free then. The concept seemed completely alien to Valeria. Free, and able to grieve properly for the things she'd lost without life threatening circumstances looming over her head. That might very well have been the most precious thing she was ever given. 

/You're buying all of our lives here, Sirka,/ Valeria thought, furiously blinking away tears. She didn't stop running.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN: ALL THESE THINGS THAT I'VE DONE

/This was a bad idea,/ flashed through Sirka's mind as the crippling pains hit her like a blow in the face. /This was a very, very bad idea!/ She did all she could to keep Ramon off-balance, but as time went by she realized that there was no way she could maintain this status quo. She didn't want to hurt him enough to kill or incapacitate him, but if she didn't, then she'd end up seriously incapacitated herself. 

She'd forgotten just how much it /hurt/. The melting of her bonds was nothing compared to this. This was the kind of pain that made her want to curl up in a ball and whimper – it was like a migraine without any relief from the bright light shining in her eyes, like being stabbed in the head with a dagger. Head-splitting, crippling horrible pains. It made her lose focus. She was able to kick ass despite the pain, but it was just something she couldn't keep up for long. 

As long as it was long enough for Valeria to get out of here unscathed, that would suffice. All that she wanted was to pin Ramon in place so the others could flee. Ramon wouldn't get the Lentagon, and he wouldn't get her brother. She would be able to make up for the things she'd done to him. Two years in prison, a half year with the disabling of his talents, her own betrayal on the shore of Lake Mentorna... he deserved this and so much more.

The moment she had felt her brother escape she'd cursed, but when she'd seen Ramon's response something had clicked in the back of her mind. She'd played along with his flirting so far, happy to have someone tell her nice things for once. She'd been trying to get to know him, trying to get him to ease up and forget that they were the enemy. Maybe she'd even been trying to find some light in him, despite the fact that it had been a bit disturbing that he was chatting her up while he knew what must be happening to Valeria. Romantic relationship or not, they'd ended up in that bed together somehow... and the way he'd discarded her for a more talented girl made Sirka feel a bit queasy. 

The attention had been nice, though. It was so wonderful to feel wanted for once. His arms around her had been strong and confident, and he had been near-purring in her ear. For a short time it had been nearly enough to distract her from what she /knew/ her brother was close to finishing up downstairs. She'd almost been able to relax. 

And then Ramon had perked up, because he heard voices in the next room. The bathroom in Valeria's room and Ramon's bedroom had been right next to each other, and they happened to be sitting with their backs against the wall. “Is that...” he murmured as they both noticed the amount of distress in the voices on the other side of the plastered wall.

“Uh-oh,” she couldn't help saying. 

The colour completely drained from his face. He let go of her, jumped off the bed, and ran out of the room. Sirka followed him quickly, and she arrived just in time to hear Valeria say: “I'll just have to /do/ stuff. If I stand still and /think/ about it, I'll fall apart... Seriously; the moment I am miscarrying my baby, Ramon is sitting in the next room, snogging Sirka of all people. How much more fucked up can your life be?” The pain in her voice was unmistakable.

In the shadows of the bedroom, Sirka bit on her lip to bite back her guilt and her sadness. So it had happened; Valeria had just lost her baby... and she was completely floored by it. So was Sirka. One more tally on her guilt towards the people she had entwined her fate with in the past few years. 

That baby had died to save them all. It was gut-wrenching. 

Ramon saw the crestfallen expression on her face and he must have known, he must have realized. He still wanted to hear it from her lips, though. “What did she say?” 

“She lost the baby,” Sirka had whispered in Jedian before she even knew what she was saying. It was the truth, though... and he would find out soon enough. The ball of bile in her stomach made it hard to breathe. 

And then Ramon exploded. He /blamed/ Valeria for her miscarriage, even though he'd been the one to stick that needle in her arm. And that just cinched it. Ramon was an asshole, there was something not quite right in his head and flirtations notwithstanding, he'd sell them out in a heartbeat. It had become crystal clear to Sirka in that moment.

And then, when Seamon and Joy Ported away and he exploded... that just reinforced the feeling that her decision was the right one.

She played him, then. She wanted him to melt her bonds so she'd stand a chance if she'd go up against him. If she'd been in full possession of her talents without a pain barrier (and hell, just to feel /that/ again... no consequences, just the sheer indulgence of her talents...) there would not be a question whether she'd wipe the floor with him or not. He might be a top tier Adept, but she outclassed him on skill and strength both. Not so with that damned crystal around her wrists. It prevented her from accessing her full, unbridled potential. She'd Port, if she could, but that would most likely give her an aneurysm. Porting was the heaviest energy manipulation known to man. What she was doing right now would probably make sure that her brain would turn to mush by the time she reached fifty years of age, but Porting would mean instant death. Hell, if she'd only had the guts to ask him to take off her crystal altogether!

She hadn't dared to. Maybe later she would rationalize it that this would give her the best chance on actually kicking his butt because now she still had the element of surprise. He hadn't known that she was able to reach through the pain barrier – it was the one thing she had never told him. Even when she'd recounted her experiences in the past few years to him, she'd been careful not to mention that one fact. She'd never trusted him with that information, and it had been her one trump card in the end, really. 

Desperation and talent, that's what brought her to this point. And now her nose was bleeding and she was having a hard time not passing out. Silver stars were swirling at the edge of her vision, waiting to overcome her and drag her down to the depths of unconsciousness. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Ramon asked through gritted teeth, while he tried to draw up a shield to protect himself. She popped his bubble easily before he made another attempt. God, he was strong. Strong and determined. 

“Kicking your ass,” she told him, grinning what must be a ghastly grin. She spit out the blood that had gotten into her mouth. “I won't let you get near my brother or the crystal, Ramon.” 

“You'll realize that I called the enforcers when I was on my way down the stairs, right?” he asked sweetly. His grin was horrible, too. She'd split open his eyebrow, and blood was trickling over a black eye and a swollen face. His nose looked crooked as well. She wondered if it was broken.

She shrugged slightly. “I kind of figured that.” 

Ramon went still for a moment. He was not fighting her, nor was he holding her off. He deflected a blow and he just... wondered for a second there. “You're sacrificing yourself for them, just like that?” 

“Let's just say it's overdue.” 

His power surged again at that, and suddenly he lashed out, too fast for her to defend against. 

The blow left her reeling. She staggered back against the wall, panting. 

“You're an idiot,” he snarled. “Stupid bitch. All that potential, and you're just letting it go to waste.” 

“I've done quite enough with my talents, thank you,” she said, wiping the blood from her mouth. It was so hard to stay focussed now, her head was swimming. The talking wasn't helping, either.

He grinned. “Maybe I should let them chain you up again. And let them enter you into a breeding program. That's what they do with rogue Adepts here in Jediah. Did you never learn that in your Parsian schools?” 

“They... what?” His announcement took her so completely aback that she forgot to fight, she forgot to defend. The concept of it was so horrifying that for a heartbeat there, she lost control over the situation. She lost her focus and her grip on her talents, and suddenly the pain in her head was so much more piercing. He'd shattered her concentration and she'd lost the fight, as simple as that. There was nothing left. She might as well chain herself up again for all she could do at the moment.  

And Ramon was not an idiot. He was a trained Adept as well, and one of the finest that Jediah could muster. He was quick on his feet, she had to give him that. Instantly, there was a protective bubble around him, glowing so strong and golden that she knew that there was no way she could ever get through... not in her current state of being. He shone with protective energy; it had been one of the great fortes of the Jedian defence in the war with Parsia. Pity they never used it to protect their cities. Sirka wanted to make a comment about that to hurt him as much as she could, but he hit her in the face and moved close to her. He was swaying on his feet as much as she was, but he was not hurting. Every time she tried to draw upon her talents the pain increased until it completely paralysed her. Her body locked up every muscle, perhaps in a subconscious way trying to tell her not to do it, not to use her talents. 

She blinked, and he was leaning against the wall next to her, pinning her in place. “I thought you'd put up more of a fight,” he said consiprationally. “When you hit me, I thought I was toast. But these... those crystal bonds... they fuck you up more than you'd care to admit, right?” 

“Fuck you,” she said, blinking the dancing spots before her eyes away. There was no concentration anymore. Only pain, and the fear that if she would lose consciousness she wouldn't wake up again.

“Maybe I will. You never know. The authorities will arrive any moment.” 

Defiant in the face of desperation, she said: “I'd rather die.” 

He laughed. “And maybe you will. Who knows?” Arrogantly, he dropped his shield. He was confident, and rightly so, that her part was played. She couldn't touch him anymore. She could hardly stand on her feet; she was mostly leaning on the air energy that Ramon was producing to pin her in place. “Look at you, poor pathetic girl,” said Ramon. ”You're twitching, you know that? Twitching and bleeding.” 

/Stay awake, stay awake,/ she told herself over and over again. Everything in her vision was shimmering now. She felt like she was standing underwater where everything was moving slow, everything was swimming. She wasn't swimming, though. She felt like drowning. She couldn't get the taste of blood out of her mouth. So familiar. So maddening. /Stay awake or sleep forever. The others need you!/ 

Ramon leaned in a little closer. Close enough to kiss. She could feel his breath on her face, despite the rest of her sensory overload. “What are you thinking now, Sirka?” he asked.

Something cracked. Or shattered. 

Pressure lifted, and Sirka sank to the floor, colliding in an untidy heap. Her vision toppled over, and suddenly she was lying on the floor and looked at Ramon – unconscious and bleeding from a head wound... and someone's feet. Feet that were crushing the communicator that he'd had in his jeans pocket.

Sirka tried to turn over, but found that she couldn't. Everything ached. “What...?” she croaked, spitting out more blood. She just hoped for the best now; if someone had taken out Ramon for her, maybe she wouldn't die. Maybe it was Seamon who had come back for her. 

The owner of those feet sank through her knees and wiped Sirka's hair out of her face with blood-stained hands. 

Valeria.

“Are you okay?” she asked, hazel eyes red-rimmed and bright with worry.

“Brain mush,” Sirka said. “Will be okay in a bit.”

 /Stay awake, stay awake! She has to know!/

“Police already called.” 

“I kind of figured that, but I had to make sure,” Valeria said. She looked at Ramon and his broken communicator with disdain. “Bastard.”

“They'll be here any second.” Did she say that out loud, or were the words still sticking in her throat? 

Valeria frowned. “I'll carry you if I must.” 

That was exactly what she did. She dragged Sirka unceremoniously to her feet, pulled Sirka's arm around her shoulder and took Sirka's hip in a vice grip with her other arm. “Come on, let's go. If the enforcers are coming, we better create some distance between ourselves and them.” 

Sirka didn't say anything to that, but she just stumbled along. Out of the brightly lit lodge, and into the shadowy forest. They still had two hours to go before sunrise, give or take. 

She tried to walk, but found that it was impossible to place her feet right on the sandy ground of the forest, once they'd gotten out of the house. It felt like she'd had too much to drink. The world was still swimming, but at least the crippling pains were starting to fade. /My kingdom for a painkiller,/ she thought wistfully, and then looked at Valeria. “Why?” she asked.

Valeria smiled in the darkness. “I couldn't let you die. Your brother would have my hide.” 

“No he wouldn't.” 

“Maybe I would, then.” 

A powerful emotion welled up in Sirka's stomach and she thought she had to puke, but instead she started to cry. It hurt her head, but she couldn't hold back the tears. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

“No, thank /you/,” Valeria said, leaning against a tree for a moment to catch her breath. They stood behind a row of bushes, obscuring them from view from the path that led to the house. “But let's first get the fuck out of here.”

“A question,” Sirka breathed. The tears brought some relief with them; her headache seemed to be subsiding. In the darkness of the early morning, without any bright lights, the pain was lifting and her head seemed to be getting better rapidly. The fresh ocean air probably did its thing, as well.

“Sure.” 

“Your baby. What do you think it would have been, gender-wise? What would you have called him or her?” 

Valeria shook her head sharply. “I try not to think about it.”

“But?” 

She turned her head away. “A boy. I would have named him Paulo.”  

Sirka laid her head on Valeria's shoulder. “A beautiful name.” Somehow, knowing this gave her a bit of peace in her head with the situation. At least they had something to name the child that had died for them all and that made it more tangible for some reason.

“Thank you.” Valeria's voice sounded choked as if she were biting back tears. “We have to keep moving though. Maybe you should call your brother. Get him to pick us up or something.”

“Is that safe?”

“Is not calling him safe?” 

/Damned if we do, damned if you don't./ Sirka handed Valeria her communicator. “Come on, call him. I think it's best if you call. He'll trust you more.” 

Valeria nodded. She put the hands free set in her ears and clipped the microphone on her shirt. “Let's keep walking, Sirka. Seriously, we need to keep on the move, a moving signal is better than a-- hi, Seamon.” Mid-step, she hit a button on Sirka's communicator and turned on the speaker. 

“Are you alright?” Seamon's voice resounded through the bushes. He sounded anxious with worry. 

“More or less. Ramon's unconscious, and we have the enforcers hot on our heels. They can show up to blow us to shit any moment.” Valeria paused for a second. “Where the hell /are/ you?”

“Calania, in a resort my family's been to once, on vacation.” 

Sirka remembered that place. Azure ocean and skies, palm trees. Five star hotel with excellent food and a lovely pool. The nightlife had been vibrant. She'd lost her virginity to a very attractive guy named Menno in that resort in this alcove in the caves near the beach. Strange how she suddenly remembered such silly things. She could visualize the place perfectly in her memory. Maybe that would be useful, later on. She couldn't imagine how, but it was a gut feeling. That place was important. 

“Will you get us the hell out of here?”

“I need a bit of a rendez-vous point,” said Seamon thoughtfully, “but of course I'll pick you up. It's just that I can't Port into the middle of a forest I don't know... and I need to create bit of distance here, myself. If I start Porting now I'll turn my brains inside out.”

He sounded alright enough. Maybe the Calanian beach resort was deserted, maybe there weren't any people. Joy and Seamon had the crystal with them, how the hell did they hide a thing like that? Stronger Adepts would be able to feel them at close distance. “Where do you want to pick us up, Seamon?” Sirka asked. She hated how slurry her speech still was, as if she were drunk. But at least she wasn't swimming and bleeding anymore. 

“I think the best place would be where we left the car. Do you think you can find it, in the dark?” 

Sirka remembered the burnt out husk of the car and bit on the inside of her cheek. “That's going to be one hell of a walk,” she said.

“I can find our way,” Valeria said. “I saved the coordinates in my comm. We should be fine.” 

“Call me when you get there,” Seamon's response came. He sounded so clear over the speaker that it was as if he were right there, next to them, hiding behind the bushes.

“We will.” 

“And Val? Sirka?” 

“Yeah?” 

Seamon sighed. “Be safe.” 

Valeria disconnected and looked at Sirka through the darkness. “Will you be okay with walking that far?” 

She shrugged. “We don't really have any choice, do we?”

“Not really.” 

“In that case it's a good thing my head's clearing up.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: DISTANCE


They walked through the dark forest in silence for a while. There would be so much to talk about, but Valeria was just all chatted out at the moment. She was tired, she had a headache and she thought she might be bleeding again. Emotionally she was completely worn down. This had just been a /really/ shitty night. 

She held on tight to Sirka as they walked. Technically she was supposed to drag Sirka along, but as time went by she noticed that she was leaning on the other girl as much as Sirka was leaning on her. They kept a brisk pace and made good time. Every once in a while they held still to figure out directions and coordinates. Valeria was grateful like a child that she had purchased a comm system with a built-in compass and navigational system. Technically she should have been able to navigate her way because of the star constellations in the sky, but standing in the middle of a forest with the sky starting to light up with dawn this might have become problematic, not even counting the fact that her navigational knowledge had become terribly rusted as time had gone by. It'd been eight years since she'd had her military training; after that she'd spent most of her days as a diver and had no need of that knowledge. Enter her comm. /Bless that thing!/ It told her pretty clearly where she had to go and how much time there was left before the rendez-vous time. So far, they were on schedule to reach the car on time. 

Sirka was frowning. She kept her head down as if she was minding her steps, but Valeria knew that her mind must have been racing as much as her own, albeit on different subjects. Her own thoughts just kept returning to Sirka's questions on the gender of her child, and what she would have called it. 

Before she'd even realized it, she'd said that she'd thought of the child as a boy, and of course she named him Paulo. Her last decent chance on a nice boyfriend, she'd called him. Never to his face, but later, when she'd been in the hospital and blaming herself for his death, she'd realized how much he'd meant to her. She'd hated herself so much for allowing things to go wrong, for allowing that explosion in that one fit of irritation. To call her child Paulo – even when it was begotten on some Jedian son of a bitch – felt like the least she could do. 

The original Paulo had been dead for over a year now, swallowed by the ocean when the bomb exploded that they'd supposed to have dismantled. And now baby Paulo as well, probably. She was glad that Sirka had asked; naming the baby had given her some piece of mind, something fixed to focus her heartbreak upon. 

In a way, Sirka's question reinforced her belief once again that she had been right to go back and try to save Sirka. It was commendable that she had tried to make amends by sacrificing herself, but Sirka didn't deserve to be left alone with Ramon and the Jedian government. Nobody did. 

Maybe she would have done differently four months ago, but then again, they all had been different people then. Valeria was honest enough with herself that she had changed. Her unexpected pregnancy had given her a new sense of responsibility for other people, apparently. In the past she wouldn't have given a shit and she would have just kept on running... but today she'd felt responsible for Sirka's sacrifice as long as there was still a chance of saving her. 

It had been so easy. She'd wrenched a brick loose from the path that led to the lodge, and entered it quietly via the veranda door. Ramon had never even heard or seen her sneak up on him, intent as he was at Sirka. She hadn't heard what he was saying, but Sirka's sheer disgust and defiance had told her volumes. She had not wasted a single moment and slammed the brick against his head. She'd poured all of her anger at his reaction, at the situation, at her suspicion of how he'd set her up, into this one single blow. He'd fell to the floor without a single word. Just blood. It had been enough.

Here they were, traipsing thought he woods on the way to catch up with Seamon and Joy in Calania. The idea would be that they'd go to the designated location, and at a certain time the Port would open and they'd be dragged through. It should be easy enough – if not for the fact that Ramon had already called the enforcers upon them by the time she'd knocked him out. 

Making a long-distance call to Calania by communicator probably hadn't helped either. While chances were small that they'd be tapping Sirka's pay-per-call comm, Seamon's communicator was most definitely under watch. There was no way they could have been any less vague about their location, and the sattelites had done the pinpointing of their current locations for them. So there were most probably search parties already on their way.

Above them, the sky was slowly lighting up. The pure indigo of the night was bleeding out to grey-ish before the first rays of sunlight were beginning to paint the world golden. She looked up at the sky over the trees and listened intently if she could hear something, but it was all quiet. Nothing but the sunrise and the morning breeze.

“It's a beautiful morning,” Sirka said. She looked like hell, but she was smiling a little warm smile. 

Valeria couldn't help smile back as she let go of Sirka for a moment. Despite her fatigue, despite the pain in her belly, despite the fact that she still had blood on her hands and her parched lips (hell, she was so thirsty!), she felt good. And so did Sirka, apparently. Valeria had never seen Sirka so peaceful before. “Yes, it is.” 

But of course that's when they heard the helicopters in the distance. There were multiple of them, judging by the sounds they produced.

Valeria and Sirka shared one terrified look, before Valeria hissed out: “If they have infra-red warmth seekers, we'll be completely fucked.” Even in the shadows of the foliage, they would be completely visible. 

A bright white light swept through the forest, passing them by on a distance of maybe fifty meters.

“Run!” Valeria shouted.

****

“I don't think I can forgive you for what you did, babe,” Joy said.

They were sitting on a beach, a millometer away from the beach resort where Seamon had brought them. He'd had the sense to Port to a secluded place at least – this part of the beach was privately owned and not many people were allowed to come here. Especially not in the middle of the night on a normal weekday. The vacation season was mostly over at the moment.

The sand they were sitting in was cool. All of the warmth of the sun had dissipated by now, more than an hour before sunrise. In Jediah the sun was probably already rising, but Seamon had teleported them a  timezone to the east. 

Seamon covered his face in his hands. “I don't think I can, either. I just panicked and ran.” 

Joy looked him over and sighed, because his words sounded genuine enough... apart from the fact that he was leaning against the bag that had the crystal in it. How the hell was she going to trust him if he acted like a terrorist and a junkie? Or even worse, like his sister? 

“You don't believe me.” 

“Not especially.” She nodded at the bag. “I believe that you wanted to protect the crystal. That you'd rather die than let anyone else have it. That was the panic.” 

His wide eyes reflected the lights of the city in the distance. “You really think that?” 

“Seamon, we've been here before. A thousand times. You can't get out of it without help, it fucked over your sister, it made Ramon go crazy. Don't flatter yourself and say that you're immune because you're not.” She balled her fists and wanted to cry. “It made you run when you should have fought... or /done/ something. Valeria just lost her baby and you run. How the hell can you do a thing like that?” 

He hung his head. “The only other option was confrontation. I guess I just blacked out and ran.” 

“You left Valeria and your sister to the mercy of a Jedian asshole who is so calling the government on them, and they'll be killed,” she said spitefully. Tears were welling up in her eyes. She was so angry! Couldn't he see what he'd just done? Was he so wrapped up in his own problems and thoughts that he had no eye for the others? “Congratulations, that was definitely the way to go!” 

Abruptly, he looked up again. His sad eyes were now fiery with anger, even in the limited light of the Calanian morning. “Oh yes, because we came out of the last confrontation completely unscathed! That was such a great success, we still reap the bloody benefits. I'm not doing confrontations Joy, especially not with you in the equation!” 

“What the hell is /that/ supposed to mean?” 

Just like that, he was suddenly standing. “Because I can't lose /you/!” he shouted. “I'd rather die than let anything happen to you again.” 

Joy didn't know what to say. She just gasped for air and then closed her mouth again. 

/Of all the things he could have said.../

And she wanted to say that she loved him too... except that she couldn't. Not when he'd done this terribly egocentric thing, porting away from Valeria in the hour of her direst need. Not when he still had the blood of the government enforcers on his hands, when he'd Ported through Backo a few days ago and put all of their asses on the line because he knew that Sirka was in the beach house. He'd panicked in all of these cases and made an already bad situation even worse.

So much of this whole mess was due to him freaking out because of his temper and his post-traumatic flight instinct. And while that was understandable and she could understand it originated from his time in prison and the hell that had followed after, Joy wasn't sure whether this was acceptable for her. Was this something she could live with? She /needed/ him, but she was now getting rather sure that she didn't love him enough where it counted. Not like that. Not with the same intense desperation as he seemed to depend on her right now. /What a mess.../ 

“You left Valeria and your sister to certain death and mutilation because you couldn't bear the thought of me getting hurt. And your crystal,” she concluded quietly.  

“It sounds really bad when you say it out loud,” he said quietly, unballing his fists. “But I didn't say it was a very rational decision. I can be rash and very impulsive. Call it a character flaw.” 

Like his sister had gotten herself nearly killed in Lake Mentorna. Twice. Apparently it ran in the family.

/I can't deal with this. I really can't./

Joy sighed. “Nobody's perfect.” 

“And we're going back for them. It is going to be alright,” Seamon said. He sat down again in the cool white sands of the Calanian beach and wrapped his arms around his knees. “In twenty minutes we're going to pick them up. You heard them on the phone, they're fine.” 

“Sure.” Joy said, staring out over the mirror-like ocean before her. She wished she could believe it. 

“The only thing I'm worried about right now is whether I didn't call down the enforcers upon ourselves.” 

She shot him a look. “What, here in Calania? I think you were vague enough to give them no names of locations.” 

“They probably traced my phone and pinpointed the location,” Seamon said with a slight frown. “I'm just kind of counting on the fact that they can't get all their people together within this time to go after me in another country. Calania would not be pleased if word ever came out that Jediah snatched me up without permission to cross the borders.” 

Parsia wasn't the only country that had a shaky relationship with Jediah. Calania and Jediah had been at peace for decades now, but at the beginning of the century there had been a very nasty war at the border. The people of Calania had not forgotten, and relationships would be strained for some time longer to come. “I don't think we'd be safe here, though,” Joy said, thinking of her endless lessons on political situations in the world. Her father had lectured her for hours and hours about world history and diplomatic relations in the world, on top of her politicology studies in the University. “If we want to go somewhere safe, I'd rather go for Surral or something – they are enough of a power in their own right and are far enough away that I could rest easy that Jediah or Parsia wouldn't come after us.” 

He nodded. “Sounds good. Also, they have pretty weather.” 

She couldn't help a little smile. “So does Jediah.” 

“True, true.” Seamon reached out and caressed her face. “I don't really care where we are, as long as we're safe and together. If we have that, we can find a way to make everything work.” He paused a moment. “I think that going into therapy would be a very good start.” 

She blinked. “Yeah, I think it would be.” And then she said with a smile, to soften the blow: “I think we /all/ have some serious shit to work through.” 

“We'll get through it together,” he said resolutely. “We'll figure it out. And look, the sky is lighting up. It'll be morning soon.” 

Joy lay her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes for a moment, daring to hope.

The jingle of his communicator cut sharply through the silence.

***

Light flashed through the forest, cutting through the foliage like a knife. Sirka's heart thundered in her throat while she ran. All remnants of fatigue and dizziness were gone, replaced with adrenaline. However physically crap she might have felt had instantly had been become irrelevant. She just kept her head down and ran, sticking close to Valeria. 

Valeria was a trooper. She was terribly fast to respond to lights coming their way. A few times she pulled Sirka out of the light coming her way, and once or twice she just threw the both of them to the ground. But by that time there were more helicopters coming their way, and the situation was growing more grim by the minute. The sound of the heli's was deafening, even over the sound of her own heartbeat pulsing in her ears.

“Down!” Valeria hissed once again, yanking at Sirka's hand to pull the two of them to the ground. Sirka broke her fall in the bed of weeds on the ground and rolled over to take cover underneath a few bushes. Valeria crawled next to her and cursed. “This is not working. They are so on to us that it's not funny anymore. Any time now they will-” 

An megaphone-amplified voice boomed through the sky, louder than the helicopters. It was an angry, authoritative voice, shouting in Jedian: “COME OUT OF THE WOODS AND SURRENDER, OR WE WILL NOT HESITATE TO USE FORCE UPON YOU. WE KNOW YOU ARE HERE.” It was a strange deja vu with what had been told to her by the Parsian police at Lake Mentorna. It was very similar, in a way. The only difference was the language.

“Well, at least they give us a chance,” Valeria mumbled.

Just when Sirka started to wonder what kind of force they wanted to use, the megaphone voice continued: “YOU HAVE THREE MINUTES TO COMPLY BEFORE WE WILL BURN-BOMB THE FOREST.” 

/Be still my heart,/ was all Sirka could think. It was as if the whole world went silent after those words, as her heart indeed stilled in her chest for a moment.

A burn bomb – fire and oxygen all entwined and ready to ignite with the slightest manipulation from an Adept's hand. They said it was one of the most painful ways to die. Jediah had been rather fond of them during the war. 

“Fuck,” Valeria breathed. She closed her eyes and was as white as a sheet all of a sudden. “That's how Paulo died. That is how I nearly died. And /we/ were under water at the time.” 

“Isn't there anything we can do, a shield... anything?” 

“Not with you in your current state. They'll apply too much force for me to bear alone. They know who we are and what we can do, they'll push through until they're sure we're burnt to a crisp. We'll be completely fucked the moment they release that bomb.” Valeria looked as physically ill as Sirka felt. 

“There's no way I'll surrender to those guys,” Sirka said, fighting nausea and a dawning realization. “The only thing we can do is getting out of here.” 

Valeria shot her an assessing look. “And how do you propose we can do that? I can't Port, and neither can you with those bonds around your wrists.” 

Sirka balled her hands and looked at the crystal circling around the angry red scars and blisters on her wrists. Suddenly, she felt resolve flowing through her veins where there had been fear and dread before. She knew how to get out of this. It would be so easy. “I can, if you take these off.” 

“You have got to be kidding me.” 

“It is the only way.” 

Valeria shook her head. “I overheard you guys on the veranda. You said that your bonds were rigged, that if you'd take them off you'd bleed to death.” 

“We don't know that for sure.” 

“You /do/ know for sure. Do you really think Parsia would take a risk like that with someone like you? Let you /think/ that you're rigged, while they know you were desperate enough before to slash your own wrists before?” 

Sirka clenched her teeth. “Do you think we have a choice?” 

“TWO MINUTES REMAINING!” the guy with the megaphone boomed. He sounded closer now.

“Sirka, I-” 

“Just /do/ it. We have two minutes, and I still have to make that bloody Port. Please, Valeria!” 

Valeria just stared at her, looking crestfallen. 

“If we die here, your baby Paulo will have died for /nothing/!” Sirka spat. “Break my bonds, and I'll get us to the car. I know where to go, how to do it. Just cut through the crystal. Easy as pie for someone like you. Do it!” 

“I am so sorry,” Valeria whispered, tears welling up in her hazel eyes. She took Sirka's hands in her own and turned her wrists up to the morning light. “So sorry.” 

Sirka could feel the focusing of Valeria's energy before the other Adept frowned and then cut cleanly through the crystal, as if she were cutting through rope. Crystal splintered and fell apart in tiny little shards that twinkled in the first rays of sunlight. Crystal turned to shards that fell harmlessly – but the ripping feeling that ran through her underarms told volumes.

It was one violent jab, but she could feel it rip through her flesh as if the crystal had been part of her, and now it was ripped from her bones and gushing to the ground with the shards. Blood splattered violently. Just like doctor Reest had predicted.

Valeria pulled back and bit on her fist to keep from screaming. 

Sirka stared at it for a moment, oddly amazed by how /warm/ it felt in the cool morning breeze. Her blood was hot against her skin. It looked pretty and dark red. Who would have thought that dark red was the colour of redemption? 

“Oh hell,” Valeria blurted out. “One minute left. Hold on Sirka, I can do something.” 

She hardly registered what the other girl did to her. Something with air and energy, wrapping around her wrists, pressuring the wounds. It looked ugly, but at least the blood wasn't leaking out anymore. Not that fast, at least. She wondered why she didn't feel any pain yet. Was she in shock? 

“Sirka, please,” Valeria said, swallowing heavily. “Hurry.” 

“Right.” Sirka took a deep breath and suddenly around her, the world was alive again. Everything was full of colour, full of beauty and life, and she was a part of it. Even if she was bleeding, she might be dying... but as she breathed in the air, she also breathed in her energy, her talents... and suddenly everything was so perfect. That one moment it came all rushing in, so powerful. So full of potential and energy – and there was /so/ much of it. “Oh God,” she whispered. The tears on her own face were as warm as her blood.

And then she drew in and she Ported. A manipulation, a hole in Reality. So easy. She'd done it a million times before – with the Lentagon and without. It had always been easy for her. She'd worked as a Port technician, as a Port specialist. Hell, she'd even worked on a project to make a permanent hole in reality. Like a wormhole to another place, that would be maintained without a Port team. So much energy; so many Ports. She'd done it all before. 

This was what she was born to do, these were the things she was born to create.

To think of a place, and to cut Reality to pieces so she could weave out of it, and into the other place. So easy. So perfect. Was there anything else in this world? 

She hardly noticed how Valeria grabbed her ams and yanked her through the Port, into the designated area. Just a few feet away from the burnt husk of the car they'd hi-jacked a few days ago. Blessedly away from the helicopters... for now. Ready to be picked up by her brother.

“Let go!” Valeria shouted. 

Sirka looked up from the shimmering energy around her wrists in confusion. It looked like red light, the way it blended with the colour of her blood. “What?”

“The energy. We need to close that Port!” 

“Right.” Reluctantly, she dissolved her manipulation, and the Port closed. Reality lurched and bubbled, trying to accept that it had changed. Under normal circumstances it would be nauseating, but Sirka had other things on her mind. Energy, so much energy, and it was all for her. So beautiful. 

Her knees buckled underneath her and she fell heavily to the ground. Her heartbeat in her ears had grown irregular, and she was feeling light-headed. Detached from reality, she looked at her red-shimmering wrists. They didn't look like her own hands and arms. Nothing looked like anything familiar anymore. All there was, was the beauty of her energy. But that wouldn't last, either. She would be bleeding out despite the energy that was pressuring her wounds. How long would Valeria be able to keep this up? How long had she left? 

/I am dying,/ she realized distantly, and found that the notion of it didn't even bother her all that much. 

Next to her, Valeria hit a re-call button on Sirka's communicator. “Seamon,” she shouted shrilly in the device. “You come and pick us up. Right /now/!” 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: NOTHING LEFT

He wasn't the one who took the call, but he heard every word that Valeria was saying. He wouldn't have needed to: the distress in her voice was enough, as was the expression on Joy's face when she stammered: “We'll be right there, don't worry. We'll be right there!” 

Before Joy even disconnected he'd already zipped open his bag. His hands closed around the crystal and he had to take one moment to breathe in deeply as the maddening possibilities presented themselves to him. Glorious, wonderful energy... and so much of it. He could do anything, the world was at his feet. Still, he used his talents to do what he'd done just before. 

He created a Port; ripping Reality to make sure Valeria and his sister could pass through to Calania. He'd already Ported earlier today, so he gritted his teeth for the backlash in his head, but it wasn't that bad. Reality blubbered in that nauseating way and his knees started to shake... but that was all. Was this because of the crystal? Was it making his manipulation that more resolute and tangible. It was so easy to control that tear through Reality; he tore through the fabric of the world as if he was opening curtains. 

But then he saw what was on the other side. Valeria holding his sister, and the red shimmering energy around Sirka's wrists. The sound of helicopters in the background. And oh, Sirka's face... 

“What are you waiting for?” Valeria snarled through the opened Port. “Help me with her, before we're all getting bombed the snot out of us.” 

Joy didn't waste a second. She jumped through the Port and supported Valeria as they dragged a half-conscious Sirka through the Port. Seamon just held the Port open, his stomach tightening with worry. The moment the girls were through he immediately dissolved the tear in Reality – and this time his head did reel when Reality rearranged itself to accept the new situation. That wasn't interesting, though. 

He immediately kneeled down next to his sister. “What the hell happened?” 

“Sirka saved my ass twice over. And she's dying because of it,” Valeria said. Her hands were dirty with dried blood and earth, and her eyes were red-rimmed as if she had been crying all night. She looked like death warmed over. 

“I am so sorry for your loss, Val,” Joy whispered, laying her arm around Valeria's shoulder. 

Valeria just shrugged it off. “I'm sorry too. But for Heaven's sake, let's focus on Sirka. I don't know how long I can keep up that energy compression and the moment I'll let go, she'll bleed to death.” 

“She... what?” He touched his sister's arms and felt the crackling of energy around her body. The crystal was gone... all there was left was an air compression. It smelled like ozone and blood.  

Sirka turned her head to him and smiled sweetly. “It's okay, Seamon,” she said. “I'm free. It's so beautiful.” 

“Did you slit your wrists again?” Joy asked with a trembling voice.

Valeria sunk through her knees as well and took Sirka's hand in hers. “I broke her bonds,” she said. “There were enforcers everywhere, they were going to bomb us with fire. We had to do something... and Sirka saved me. She made me break her bonds, and then she Ported us to the car.” She started to cry, silent tears rolling over her stained face. “First she saved us all by confronting Ramon, and then she saved me by Porting me out. Thank you, Sirka, thank you so much... and I'm so sorry, I can't keep this up, not for much longer...”

/Oh hell no./

His breath stuck in his throat. He was still holding the crystal, he was still full of power and potential. “Let me take over. I'll figure something out,” he blurted out.

“Are you a healer?” Valeria asked. Her eyes were bright with despair. “Do you know about the reconstruction of arteries? Because her wrists are a battlefield; and you'll be likely to mess her up even more. I know I will, if I do anything but press her wound shut.”

“Then I'll Port us out of here, to a hospital,” he said. 

/You can't die Sirka, not now, not like this.../

“What hospital will have me?” Sirka asked. She was still smiling that sweet smile, lying in the sand as if she wasn't about to bleed to death in moments. She looked like she was having a sunbath of all things. “And also, you can't Port here, you dunce. You just created a Port. Do you want to kill us all?” 

His heart froze. “What then?” 

He looked at Joy, at Valeria. They were both looking with him with sadness and resignation. 

/Oh no, hell no./

His hands clenched around the crystal. All that power under his fingertips, and still... “There must be something! I'll pressure the wounds as long as I need to, Sirka, I-”

“And what then?” Sirka asked gently. She moved slowly, lazily, as she got up to a sitting position. “Where do I go? What do I do? Who will save me?”

“I will,” he said, and suddenly he was crying too. “I can't believe this, Sir, it can't end like this. Ramon was right – so much potential, you're my /sister/, you can't die. Not after mom and dad, not on some shitty beach in the middle of nowhere. What will there be left?” 

/Nothing.../

“I'll be free,” she whispered, reaching out to hug him. The light shimmered on her red wrists and made them look as if she had bled out already and he nearly flinched at her touch. He dropped the crystal abruptly to hug her back. The crystal didn't matter anymore. Power didn't matter anymore. His heart was breaking. 

He remembered her the day he'd told her that he'd created his first Port, radiating pride. He'd loved her so much that day. And her lying in a hospital bed, burnt all over and kept unconscious while she was healing up slowly. He'd cried helplessly at her bedside when he thought no one could see him. And there had been the day she'd showed up in his apartment in Kalmstad, trying to get him to hand over the Lentagon – having come all the way from Mentorn... just for him, after years of hardly any contact whatsoever. When it counted, she'd shown up in his apartment. Brimming with as much power as him; her potential as high as his... the only one in his part of the world who knew how it /really/ felt to be as talented as he was. All that glorious power, to be able to do so much more than the average person. Yet he'd cocked it up, gotten himself in prison, and she'd disappeared off the face of the earth after betraying him... and then the crystal had come between them. 

“Sirka,” he choked out between sobs, hugging her as hard as he could. “You can't seriously want to end it here.” 

“What else is there?” she asked, kissing his hair gently – like she'd done when he was still a little boy. His big sister. 

To his horror, he didn't have any answer. For him it was easy. There was life – he loved life, and if this all was over there was life as a free man and there was nothing in the world he wanted more... and there was Joy. But what did Sirka have? No job, a branding as a traitor and terrorist, her addiction, so many wasted years and lost loved ones... and just so many scars. “There's me,” he said despairingly.

“You'll be okay.” 

“Sirka...” He opened his eyes for a moment and in a flash he saw Valeria struggle – he felt her potential flicker and he saw how she was fighting to keep focused. She couldn't keep this up for much longer, that much was clear. Joy had her face covered in her hands. She sat in the sand, crying quietly with him. 

He clung on to his sister. “I can't let this happen... this can't be real.” 

“I'll be okay too. Let me go,” Sirka insisted. Her breath was warm on his skin. “Please.” 

/No, no, goddammit, no... please.../

“Seamon,” Valeria said. Her despair reflected his own. 

Time was running out. 

“Just one thing,” Sirka said. She let go of him and wiped his hair out of his face with that same tender big-sister-gesture that he remembered so well. 

“Anything,” he said. 

“When Valeria takes off the pressure, I would like to hold the crystal. Just one last time. It's all I ask.”

He ignored Joy's choked shout, but just looked at her honest face. There was no trace of betrayal there, no trace of false-facery. “It's all I want. One last wish,” she whispered. “Please.” 

She could have picked it up from the sand and taken it herself, but she asked it of him as one last favour. Who was he to refuse? What could she have done with it, with Valeria's pressure being the only thing that kept her alive? 

Wordlessly he reached out and took the crystal. He smiled at her, and she smiled back at him. She looked so happy, so at peace. “I'll miss you.” 

Sirka took the time to kiss his cheek before she reached out and waited for him to place it in her hands. “You'll be okay. You always are.” She turned around to smile at Valeria. “Thank you for keeping me alive,” she said with a brilliant smile. “You saved my ass as much as I saved yours. We're even.” Valeria gave her a tense nod, acknowledging her without words.

And then Sirka moved on to Joy. “I'm sorry,” she said simply. She spoke from her heart, full of genuine emotion. 

“I'm sorry too,” Joy said, and the atmosphere between them was cleared. 

There were tears in Sirka's eyes as well, when she turned back to him. “I'm ready,” she said, smiling her apologetic smile. 

/I'm not,/ he thought, but he gave her the crystal anyway.

There was this second where their hands touched and the crystal was between them, and within that second there was a whole world, a whole lifetime of kinship and understanding. And he understood. For Sirka, this was the ultimate relief. Freed from her bonds for the first time in hell knew how long, able to touch crystal and to finally feel at home again. Their own crystal; not the Lentagon – crafted by the two of them. This was home, this was freedom. 

Then the moment ended. He let go of the crystal and she took it in her arms, cradling it close to her body. And she breathed in. “Heavens above,” she whispered, as the crystal glowed a warm yellow. “It's so beautiful.” 

She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, indulging in the feelings and the sensations. The feelings of possibilities underneath her fingertips. The feeling of home that she had longed for so badly for so long. “You can let go now, Valeria,” she said, breathing deeply and smiling her beautiful smile. “It's okay.” 

“I'm so fucking sorry,” Valeria whispered.

Seamon felt her let go, and the pressure around Sirka's wrists dissipated. Blood gushed over Sirka's clothes, into the sand. But she smiled, she smiled so prettily, as if she didn't feel it at all. She smiled without abandon, without any pain, home at last. “It's so beautiful,” she said again. “Thank you, thank you.” 

She rocked the crystal against her body with closed eyes like it was a baby. The crystal glowed like the golden sun that was peeking over the horizon, but she didn't do anything with it. There was just the energy, and this energy was soothing. 

In those few moments, bleeding and all, Sirka Lentan looked like a goddess. There was the golden glow that encompassed her, warm like sunlight. The blood was irrelevant, as if it wasn't there. It was just the expression of pure and utter peace on her face. 

And then she passed out in the sand, and the glow dissipated as the crystal rolled out of her hands. 

She died a few minutes later with a beautiful smile on her face. 

Seamon buried his face in his hands and wept. 

EPILOGUE: EVERY STEP IS PURE

It was all over the international news broadcasts, long before they'd planned to go public with the news. News travelled fast, apparently. Before their political asylum had even been properly reviewed by the Surralian government and before they'd even had the time to contact the news agencies, they had somehow been found by journalists, instead. 

Joy arranged all of the communication. They'd decided to keep Valeria and Seamon out of it, because of the stigma's that were attached to their names; Seamon as a terrorist, Valeria as an army deserter. They'd all been fugitives, but Joy was still the daughter of senator Victor Harting and looked like your generic girl next door. And on top of that, she was the only one who'd had media training since a very early age. 

So she picked up her cheap pay-and-go communicator and made an appointment with the news agency that, after some heavy negotiations, offered the most money to hear her story. She met with them in on a terrace of a pub in the capital of Surral. She'd made sure to dress plain in jeans and a white shirt, and she'd used some basic make-up, just a touch to look good, but nothing more. 

She met up with an older and experienced journalist named Doyle and his camera man and his sound team in the middle of the day. The terrace was deserted, save for some pigeons that were pecking away at crumbs between the cobblestones. He was grizzled, but his blue eyes were full of intelligence and he asked sharp questions while remaining polite and nice to her. While the sun made its trek down the horizon, millions of viewers were glued to the screen to watch the live interview. Everybody was curious, everyone wanted to see.

She answered all of his questions genuinely. She told them about Seamon's intentions, that he had never planned to blow anything up. She told the journalist that when he had threatened to use the Lentagon against Delgado, all he'd been trying to do was to protect his sister. “All Seamon has ever wanted is to be free,” she explained. “He was just a kid when he got recruited by the Young Radicals. What the hell did he know? And we all know about the tense political situation at that time. The Radicals were growing as fast as the Pirmans did at the time, and tensions were crackling. So yeah, he stole the Lentagon. But you know, it was /his/. His parents made that bloody thing. He lost them to it. Maybe it's only natural that he wanted it back. And yes, he knows now that the Radicals were not a good idea. He was just a kid... what the hell did he know? He never meant to hurt anyone, he just wanted to be free.” 

Doyle quizzed her for a long time about the crystal, about Jediah and Parsia, about Valeria's desertion from the army. He asked her about her feelings for Seamon and likened them to the syndrome where kidnapped people fall in love with their kidnapper. 

Joy just smiled faintly at that. “I was never kidnapped. I went with him out of free will, because I had a bloody crush on him and because he's such a beautiful boy. At first, I didn't know who he was. And when I did, I still wanted to go with him. I was stupid, I was reckless. Why did I do it? I don't know. Maybe because I wanted to rebel against my father, against my upbringing. I've been so sorry for what I did to him. Dad, if you're watching... I am so sorry. I will always be sorry.” 

She spoke more about Seamon, about what she felt for him. She told the world about the addiction to crystal and how it had destroyed Sirka. How it nearly had destroyed them all. She wept numerous times during the interview; at first when she explained to the world what happened in that little boat on Lake Mentorna (and thereby ending a storm of speculation that had swept the world after the happenings had been all over the news), and later when she told them of Valeria's miscarriage and Seamon's heartbreak when his sister passed on. 

Seamon was doing better these days, grieving but moving on. Joy had supported him as much as she could. His grief had brought them closer together, but sometimes she wondered whether it would be enough for them in the long term. For now it was enough, though. And that was good enough for her. 

She explained why they had come to Surral, and how afraid they were to be snatched up by Parsian authorities to be put in jail. “If it happened, we would be ready, though. No more hostage-situations. No more heartbreak and scars,” she said softly. “I just hope we can find the asylum in Surral that we are searching for. I hope there's some understanding in the world for what happened. Nothing can bring back the lives that were lost. Nothing can take away the fear that was felt, the threats that were made. But all we ever did was out of self-defence. All we ever wanted was to be left alone. And all we want now is to move on with our lives. Just /live/, have jobs, grow old.” 

The world hadn't known about their captivity in Jediah. The news had leaked that they were working with the Jedian university on aptitude-related level, but the Jedian government had not disclosed any information on how they had been held against their will and forced to work at gun point. This was news, and she was hard pressed on that information and that time in Backo. Joy hadn't been in the thick of it, though. “You should ask Seamon or Valeria about that,” she said. “I was kept under house arrest in a beach house as a leverage on Seamon... I was useless to them otherwise. If Seamon hadn't loved me, they would have killed me right there and then, I have no doubt about that.” 

She wasn't too gracious about the Parsian government, either. She spent a long time explaining to the journalist about Valeria's situation and the circumstances under which she'd left the army, and how she was tricked into finding Seamon – and then about to be trialled for desertion after all. 

But most of all, she didn't cut herself, Seamon, Valeria or Sirka any slack, either. She told genuinely about how she saw the situation, why they'd done the things they'd done, and freely admitted where they'd gone wrong and how they'd cocked up certain situations. She never asked for pity, or tried to play into the emotions of whoever would be watching the interview. 

“Where is your crystal now?” Doyle asked near the end of the interview. 

Joy smiled. “We kind of hoped that the crystal would be our bargaining chip to get into Surral. But perhaps the government has other things to say on the matter.” 

Doyle, recognizing a sticky political situation where he saw one, quickly switched to a more personal question: “Can Seamon part with the crystal, then?” 

“It will be hard for him. We've mostly kept him away from it. It's been hard, though. We'd be happy to be rid of it. Because then this thing will be truly over, and we have time to move on and grieve for the things we've lost.” She thought of Seamon's words at that time. “I think we could all do with some good psychotherapy sessions.”

By the time the interview ended, most of the afternoon had passed. Doyle thanked her for the interview, and the cameraman shut down his device. 

“How do you think it went?” Joy asked, suddenly very tired.

“You were brilliant,” said Doyle with a big grin. “If it were up to me, I'd open Surral's borders for you anytime.” 

“Thanks,” she said. “If there's anything you need or want to know, I have this temporary pay-and-go communicator, I'll write down the number for you.” 

“That's okay,” he said with a smile. “I have it already.” 

 She blinked. 

“Of course I have your number. I am a journalist, I do my homework, dear. So does the president of the network.” 

“Who else has it?” she asked. She felt as if she'd swallowed a stone. It weighed heavy on her stomach. Suddenly the panic was back, and she was already searching for a way out. Her fugitive instinct kicked back in overdrive once again. 

“Just one other person.” 

“Who?”

“You'll see.” he said. When he noticed her anxious expression, he laid a hand on her shoulder and smiled. “Don't worry, you're quite safe here in Surral. Until your asylum is either granted or rejected, you'll be kept safe. But the government officials undoubtedly told you that already.” 

Joy nodded, wondering who the hell would have her number. Who in the world...?

She found out half an hour later, when she was getting out of her taxi and walking the cobblestone path to the safe house that the Surralian government had supplied for them. The promise of the money for their interview had made sure that they'd been given ample accommodation in the time they'd waited for their asylum request to be processed.

She could see Seamon and Valeria inside the house, sitting companionably on the couch while they were watching a movie. Seamon was doing better these days. He was surviving, just as his sister had predicted. Just like Valeria was doing, and how she'd always done. Surviving, one day at a time. For now that was enough. Surviving was their top priority, and then they'd focus on moving on. 

They had long talks and long times of silence, but there was a sense of peace between them. Joy had still bouts of anger towards Seamon, but at night they would lay in bed and she would lie against him and listen to their hearts beating in sync, or she would hear him laugh and her heart would swell with what she knew was genuine love. She didn't feel jealous or irrationally angry when Valeria and Seamon would speak of their feelings of guilt towards Sirka. Sirka's apology on the beach had cleared that hatred inside of her. It was enough to even let her grieve for the way Sirka had bled to death on that beach, smiling so sweetly. Life had dealt her such a bad hand, and she was not a bad person – not really. Finding that kind of peace made it easier to deal with Seamon's grief. And in his grief, they had found each other as well. He loved her so much, and their heartbeats went so well together.

They had each other so far, and together they would face the world. She was the face of the group, but both Seamon and Valeria had said they'd be willing to undertake an interview like hers if the need should arise. They'd interview themselves senseless, if that would grant them the sympathy of the public again. It had just been the most logical to let her go first. 

And that's what they'd been focusing on so far. Facing the world together. Survival. 

The rest would come at its own time. 

Her communicator rang. She took it out of her bag and checked the number on the screen.

She nearly dropped the thing when she recognised the number.

With trembling hands, she accepted the call. “Hello?” she asked. Her voice trembled, she couldn't help it.

“Joy... I saw you on the broadcast. You were brilliant. I'm so glad you're alright.”

Suddenly the world was blurry. Tears were filling her eyes. “/Dad/?” 

“I love you, sweetheart. I missed you so much.” 

She blinked away her tears of happiness. “I love you too, dad. I'm so sorry, for everything...” 

Maybe, just maybe, they could move on with their lives sooner than they'd thought. 

~fin~

