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Somewhere within the dome…
Chapter 1-
My grandmother told me the thing she missed the most was the smell of the grass; the sound of the breeze running over it, the way it looked, the way it felt. I didn’t understand what she meant by this. Did we not have grass growing outside on our lawn? My mother had it brought in from the Generation plant where it was made and laid out in long sheets in front of our home. It was bright and springy, soft and cool on my bare feet. Many afternoons, I would just lie out on it, staring up and far away at the sky above.
My Nani said it was not the same. Sure it was pretty, almost flawless in its perfection. Every blade created from the finest materials of bio-engineering, put together by the best visionaries in our city. But it was not the same. It was not real. I didn’t understand.
I told her it sure looked real to me. It even felt real. How could this bed of soft earth not be real? How could this layer of organic fibers not be real? I wanted to know what this real grass looked like and why my grass couldn’t measure up to its standards.
“You will never find out,” my grandmother explained, a sad note hidden in her voice. “There is no real grass, not anymore. Some things are just beyond our range of knowing, no matter how much we would wish otherwise.”
She steadily lowered herself onto the lawn beside me. She was old, nearly sixty years. I never wanted to get that old. And I told my eleven year old self that I never would.
“They could make it better,” I said. By, they, I meant the skilled scientists and engineers of our city. I believed they were like miracle workers. “If they wanted to, they could make this grass look just like the old one. I bet they could even make it smell like your grass.”
I was very enthusiastic at that age. And at the time, I truly believed that our brightest visionaries could do practically anything. I believed that their range of knowing surpassed any humans before us. They had created our world through their knowledge of molecular science, chemistry, and the physiology of the natural world. Through them we could have a world that we had thought lost to us. We could make it better.
I was not yet born when the sun burned hot in the sky, when the land beneath my people’s feet trembled and rocked, when the sky turned black and many of the animals died. I could not understand why my Nani would miss a simple thing as grass, not when all I knew of this world existed inside our cities walls. I did not know this real grass and I did not miss it. You cannot miss what you never had. That was what I believed.
“Don’t you like our grass, Nani?” I asked, flopping back and spreading my arms above my head. “Mom bought it especially for you, so you could play that game. The one you said you played when you were my age.” I turned my head to the side to look at her. “What was it called again?”
Nani lay back on the soft lawn next to me, settling her hands over her stomach. “Bocce ball," she said, "It was like bowling only outside and on the grass.” She smiled to herself as she looked up to the domed sky. Only if you looked closely through the clouds and light, could you see where our city ended. Beyond that dome lay the unknown.
Nani was smiling because she was reminiscing. It is a word that grown-up’s use when they want to reflect upon the past; a time when things were good or better than they are now. They can remember a time when they were happy and maybe in remembering it will make them happy now.
“I like your mother’s grass, Lora, very much. It was sweet of her to think of it. There are not too many families that are as fortunate as we are to have someone so smart and capable of reproducing the natural world.” Nani brushed her aged fingers over the tips of the grass blades.
My mother was one of the renowned visionaries who were responsible for recreating a natural world within our city. They made more than grass; they made our world. Every wisp of cloud over our head, the light that shined down on us, the rain that dampened our land, the snow that I made snow men with; they made it all. As I said, I believed that they were miracle workers and in some respects they were. I believed nothing was beyond their grasp to create.
I watched my Nani as she touched our new grass my mother had installed for her on our lawn. I studied her as she studied the grass. And what I saw confused me even more.
I think my mother had hoped that seeing this carpet of green fibers would somehow make my Nani happy. Why then did she look so sad? I cannot stand to see grown-ups cry. They are not allowed to cry. If something is powerful enough to make one of them cry it must be something inconceivably terrible.
Nani didn’t cry, but she looked as if she was likely to start anytime soon. I have never seen her cry, except when my father died. But I’m not sure. It was likely that she could have cried and I had not been there to see it. It was only at my father’s funeral that she had cried openly in front of me. Her face had made such grotesque contortions. I thought it would break or at least crack down the middle, leaving an empty hole where her nose should have been.
My child’s brain didn’t yet know how to comfort, especially someone who I believed was meant to soothe me, to wipe my tears and tell me all would be right. I could not do the same for her, though some part of me wanted to.
“Nani,” I whispered.
She blinked at me as if only now remembering I was lying next to her. For a moment her eyes had focused far away, to something or some place I could not see. Then she adjusted her focus back on my face. Brushing a strand of hair away from my eyes, she pressed her index finger lightly against my nose.
“Yes, sweet pea?” she answered in a soft tone. Sometimes she said funny words like that. Sweet pea. What was that?
“I’m going to find you real grass. I promise.” I spoke with such confidence.
At the time I thought that I could find my Nani anything. That if I wanted it enough, it would not be a difficult task to accomplish.
In my childhood exuberance, I took the utterance of such a promise lightly. It wasn’t that I had lied to her. I just didn’t fully comprehend the near impossibility of such a promise. Maybe I thought it was enough that I offered to look for this real grass. I likely would have promised to get her anything her heart desired to make her happy. You want the moon, the sun, and the stars? I will get them. I will get them for you Nani.
She didn’t speak.
We stared at one another and I watched as a tear slipped freely down her cheek. But she didn’t look sad anymore and I was glad that my foolish promise had made it so.
My Nani would never smell real grass, or feel it between her naked fingers, hear it rustle under her feet as she moved through it. We would spend many more afternoons lying on my mother’s grass outside our home, but we would never talk about that promise I made so many lifetimes ago. Perhaps she had been right all along, that there was no such thing as real grass. Not anymore.
From time to time I would think about that promise and how naïve I had been at that age.
Children have such foolish notions about the world.
Later I would take those words back. And I would rethink my rash promise with a grown woman’s perspective. I would prove Nani wrong, just as she hoped I would.
Chapter 2-
I usually dreamt about the sea. The way my Nani described it, it was large and rolling, a never ending and vast stretch of water that surround our entire planet. At the time, I couldn’t imagine such a large body of water existing in our world. To someone who has never seen the ocean, the idea of these organic molecules on an immeasurable scale of quantity, layers upon layers of the stuff, running so deep that it required the use of kilometers to understand its depth, was difficult to actually imagine. We have bodies of water, small but substantial enough that they meet our requirements for life. We are creatures who cannot survive without water. And the knowledge that at one time there was enough water to fill an entire planet was absolutely mind boggling. This body of water called the sea, I wanted to see it, smell it, and feel it as it swept about my body as I played in the surf.
My Nani had a beautiful way with words and she was able to describe what this wonderful substance was like to actually experience. Through her words I could imagine myself as a mythical sea siren, spending all day glorying in the salty and tangy essence of an old world, sea and sand, and pretty shells I could pick and collect. My Nani said that was what people did when they went to the beach, the land that is attached and connected to the sea. The land actually runs underneath the sea, but we cannot see it. Only with special equipment and even then there were still places too far out of reach for our investigation.
I wanted to collect pretty shells, perhaps make something from them. In the old days people would use the gifts of the sea to make jewelry or eat the plant and creatures that lived under its depths. They did not have horticultural farms, aquiculture and mariculture developments, at least they did not depend on these techniques to sustain most of their needs. It seemed a barbaric time, one that we should be glad we have escaped. But there is always that romantic perspective of the past that challenges us to wonder if their existence would have been preferable to our own. Were these ancients as clever as we are; more than we gave them credit? Their simple existence laid the foundation for what we have in our existence today.
Yes, it is likely that they could have only speculated at what the future world reap, far flung fantasies of advances in technology that in their time would be called science fiction. Such limited standards.
In my world we could have almost anything we wanted at our disposal. Nothing was beyond the reach of our visionaries, if we could dream it, we could make it real.
When I was young I didn’t know that there was a dissention between my world and the world beyond. For me, no such place existed. I could not see beyond the walls of my city. Therefore if I could not see it, it was not real, it did not exist.
I didn’t know that there was a difference between the makings of things. That there were two classes of creation. A world created by man and one created by something else. That something else I do not know, nor could I put a name on this faceless figure of creation. I understand the first. As we attain knowledge, the more we can create and shape the world around us. Learning is a valued commodity in my world, specifically in the areas that help to promote progress in developing a more sentient environment like we once had. We valued life, not just for ourselves, but the land around us. We, with our vast knowledge could create life. But it took a great deal of energy, both mental and physical. And that brings me to this second creator.
Outside those city walls, lies a land not created by my people; one that for some reason existed without our help or interference. It was there long before we could even fathom the possibility to create. And it could make things beyond our grasp, at the time. But we persevered, we accumulated more and more knowledge, studying the results of this maker until we could duplicate what it was able to make so easily. That was something else I didn’t understand. This other creator of life made such things without the tools and accumulated knowledge of man. It simply made, without thought or reason. And it was even speculated by some, those whose voices were quickly suppressed by the masses, that even we were once a creation of this other maker. I didn’t consign myself with these free thinkers, at least not at first. My world was man-made, myself included. We were not the property of this old creator, it and the world it had created no longer existed. Or so I was led to believe.
Which brings me back to my dreams of the sea; a creation not made by my people. We could create a semblance of a sea-like structure, but it was somehow not the same. The waves were generated through machine, the molecules constructed through our advancements in bio-engineering. It was beautiful, it was flawless, and it was ours. It should have been enough, but it wasn’t.
I dreamed of this imaginary sea, like my Nani dreamed about her grass. They were simple concepts of creating, yet somehow beyond our grasp of understanding. What was it about that other creator that it could make a world that we could only partially duplicate? As much as I would like to disbelieve this theory, maybe there were some things that were just beyond our range of knowing. But such a thought was unappreciated by notable figures in my world. They would never accept that some things were beyond their means to attain or control.
Why would I dream of my Nani’s fantasy stories? Of a world that existed without my people? Was it possible that this world still existed beyond our city borders? And if it did, could and should we go out and explore it? Would it not be for the benefit of all of us to go out into this unknown world and find out? If we should say that we live off of the accumulation of knowledge and learning, then we should not be afraid of what lies beyond our limited range of knowing.
No one ventured beyond our city. And no one ever came through the heavy cement and steel doors.
Why have doors, if not to use them?
Many years had passed since the first citizens of my city closed themselves within our walls. Even then, they must have hoped that one day they would leave this man-made world and venture out into that old world. They would not have placed doors to the outside if they wanted our people to stay inside forever.
11 years later…present day, inside the dome.
Chapter 3-
“Where is my tea?” bellowed the brick wall of a man as he stood just off to the side of his desk, hands fasted to his sides, glaring impatiently at me as I entered his office.
He had been blowing hot air since I had rounded the corner at the far end of the hallway which led to his office. That was when I heard him rant and rave. Not just about the tea, but every other bothersome issue that kept him from living a life of ease. I had been on one of the floors below us, seven floors below us to be exact. And who knows? He could have been going on like this since I’d left him, several minutes earlier. His face certainly hinted at that theory, all blotchy and the skin stretched so tight on his bones. It was a question of which would give in first, the skin or the bones?
Mr. Rockthorn was an attractive and dignified man under normal circumstances. Today apparently didn’t qualify as normal. If I hadn’t known this man for the past several months, during which I’ve been his intern. I might have been frightened of his loud tirade. Some of which was directed at me. Though I don’t think my speed, or lack of it, at bringing him his hot beverage was the catalyst to today’s dramatics.
I should be pleased that I’m even allowed such an honor as to being appointed this man’s right hand. Well, that’s what I thought this position called for me to be. I wasn’t his right hand. I wasn’t even his right foot. Maybe on my best day, I was that fourth toe, the one next to the almost obsolete pinkie toe. Not as expendable as the toe next to me, but close enough. The only talent that made me relevant at all in Mr. Rockthorn’s world was that I was the bearer of fresh hot tea.
“I have your tea right here. It’s not your usual, but they were out of the packets. So I made you one of the organic teas.”
I walked over to his desk, the tray of tea and snacks arranged in a perfect pattern. My heels didn’t make a sound as I tried to glide across the floor. Tried, is the emphasized word here. I’ve only recently begun wearing them as part of my grown-up look which I felt complemented my grown-up job.
I set down the tray on the far left corner of his desk. He glared down at it as if what he saw was a pile of garbage scrapes lined artfully on a tray. He could not have looked more uninterested in consuming anything on that tray.
I’d like to think that under different circumstances I would have liked Mr. Rockthorn. He was after all the Grande Regent of our community, the highest level of influence and success anyone could hope to acquire. He was once a great visionary, working side by side with my own mother as they improved our lives with their endeavors. Then the previous Grande Regent, Ms. Trent, had unexpectedly resigned, leaving the position open to quickly be filled by Mr. Rockthorn. Under other circumstances I would have looked up to him, maybe even shaped my life after his. He was an influential man, a talented visionary. If I didn’t see him as I do now, I think I would have been led to believe that he was the epitome of humanity.
Right now I was seriously on the verge of hating him.
“You know I can’t stand that organic garbage.” He continued grumbling, taking his seat behind his oversized desk. “It tastes like dirt diluted with warm water. I want the packets,” he demanded.
I tried to be diplomatic. He was my boss after all, and someone I should respect. Unfortunately, that required a conscious effort on my part.
“I’m sorry,” I said. I was not sorry. “The next shipment won’t be here until this afternoon. I’ll make you another cup of tea then. But for right now, this is all we have.”
I took the cup and saucer into my hands, holding them out like an offering, a smile plastered unevenly on my face. Presenting it to him, I continued. “It’s good. You should at least try some”. I actually preferred the organic to the packets. At first it did taste a little odd, but after awhile I found I preferred it over the other.
“It’s barbaric,” he shouted at me, “Disgusting muck only fit for animals to consume. I’ll not put that vile stuff in my body.”
But he was more than willing to put other vile things in his body. The man was so pumped up on drugs and every legal medication available. I wondered if there was any part of his system untainted. His blood and body, so polluted by our modern conveniences, very little of his person was not synthetic.
There might have been a time when I would have thought just like Mr. Rockthorn. And maybe without my Nani’s influence I would have. It was a strange double consciousness that made me feel torn between two worlds. Though I appreciated the accomplishments of my people, I questioned our disregard for the other creator’s accomplishments. In our ongoing pursuit, we stamped out any need for the other and its works.
But the old world had let us down, so many years ago. And the world that man-made was forced to rise up so we could survive. The other creator and its world could not be trusted or controlled. It was said to have been dangerous and unpredictable. In our world there was nothing we could not control. And it comforted us and kept us within our own walls.
“Is there anything else I can get for you then?” I placed the cup and saucer back on the tray. I would drink it later, on my own time so as not to waste it.
Whatever words Mr. Rockthorn was about to say, died before they ever left his mouth.
Zeke, one of the officers several levels in status bellow Mr. Rockthorn, stumbled unannounced through Mr. Rockthorn’s door, falling all over himself in his haste. His gangly body was still ripening into manhood. Yet there was an aura of authority that made him seem older, more mature than I even though we were the same age.
“What is it now? You know I’ve had it up to here with complaints today,” he groused at the young man as he floundered across the office floor toward us.
Me too, I whispered inside my head.
“Mr. Rockthorn, you need to come see this.” He sounded out of breath, overwrought by some situation as he came to stand over Mr. Rockthorn’s desk. Pressing his hands on the top of the desk he continued. “They’re bringing him through the gates as we speak. You need to come down to the Medical Ward and tell us what you want to do with this man.”
Mr. Rockthorn stared hard at Zeke, stretching his own hands across his oversized office desk. “Are you telling me someone was able to exit our borders?”
Zeke shook his head hard. I thought his brains might pop out of his ears. “No!” he shouted. Then looked shamed as he realized he was speaking to our Grande Regent. I would never have been so bold as to raise my voice, especially not to Mr. Rockthorn. But Zeke was obviously running on nervous energy, his brain cells so shot he wasn’t thinking clearly.
“Then what are you saying?”
“I’m saying,” Zeke paused. Maybe to take a much need breath or he liked to play the dramatics, “They found someone on the outside. He’s not one of us. He came from out there.” Zeke emphasized the words out there, knowing that we all understood what those words meant; beyond our borders. “We don’t know anything about him except that he was found injured near the northern wall. They’re bringing him to the Medical Ward for testing to see if we can find anything on his origins.”
“Who authorized his clearance through the gates?” Mr. Rockthorn spoke through thin, tight lips. “As you said, we know nothing about this man. He could endanger us all. Who let him through?”
“I did,” Zeke answered, not appearing to be wary of admitting such a breach in policy. “He was injured, sir. Would you have rather I left him out there to die?”
I saw on Mr. Rockthorn’s face the answer. Yes. He was not one of us so it would be easy to put distance and apathy between this unknown man and ourselves. I didn’t think I could have been so cold. But Mr. Rockthorn’s job required that he make tough decisions. It was for the community, not the individual.
“It’s too late now. Again, as you’ve said, he is on his way to the Medical Ward. But he is to be watched carefully. I will not allow this unknown man to risk the safety of our people. Do not look upon him as an injured man, but as a potential threat to us all.”
“I understand, sir.” Zeke straightened, becoming a composed figure of authority. I found that ability to command attention inspiring. I only wished that I could pull off such a presence to others. But I commanded no one’s attention and few would ever listen to me as they did these two figures.
“Come along, Ms. Forest,” I heard him speak my name. “You can see for yourself the tasks I am asked to deal with on a daily basis.”
Mr. Rockthorn,” I hedged, finding myself fidgeting with the sleeve of my blouse. “Are you sure you mean for me to go? I don’t really like to visit the Medical Ward.”
“Nonsense,” he barked. Standing up from his chair, he glared down at me from his impressive height. “Is this not what your job description includes?”
I didn’t answer. He continued.
“You are learning the inner workings of our political system absorbing and learning through a hands-on approach. This is the less glamorous part of the job. But we are here to keep order and safety for our people. So do you want to get a real look at our system or do you want to carry around trays of tea?”
He folded his massive arms across his chest, waiting for my answer.
I wanted my answer to be neither. Neither did I want to go down to the Medical Ward and see our system acted out on this unknown man. Nor did I want to carry around trays of tea to unappreciative men. But that wasn’t one of the options.
“Of course, I’ll go.” I capitulated, I had to.
“Good, then it’s settled. Call downstairs for a vehicle and let us put this matter behind us quickly.”
I took my full tea tray and exited Mr. Rockthorn’s office, leaving Zeke and Mr. Rockthorn behind to discuss matters of interest that I was not yet privy to.
We rode over to the Medical Ward in silence, Zeke looking nervous, ready to jump out of his skin at the slightest impromptu movement from either of us. Mr. Rockthorn simply looked perturbed and agitated. But he had worn that expression all day. It was nothing I hadn’t already seen. My expression looked….well I’m not sure, but I can say that it wasn’t a contented look.
When we arrived, all seemed calm and serene. No one appeared to be in a panic that someone from the outside had breached our walls. Perhaps they didn’t yet know.
We walked through the lobby of the Medical Ward. Not a soul stopped us as we continued down the white washed sterol hallway to a set of heavy steel doors. Mr. Rockthorn pressed his thumb against a panel, the doors sliding open to allow us entry.
Mr. Rockthorn took the lead, I just a few steps behind him, Zeke bringing up the rear. We advanced through to yet another beautifully pristine hallway. We continued. Judging by the distance and length of time we had been walking, I guessed that we were likely deep in the center of the Medical Ward building. A structure so massive it was only surpassed by the government building we had come from.
Again we were stopped by another set of steel doors. This time it required a finger pad and combination code to access. I was not thrilled to be asked to accompany these two. But then the thought of serving one more cup of tea cleared my mind and obliterated any thoughts about asking to return to my teapot post.
I was thinking absently about how much more comfortable my flat shoes would be on my feet than heels. And as I filed through the steel doors, a horrendous noise cut through the unspoiled silence like a merciless knife. It stopped us all in our tracks. To say that that sound had come from a human may have been a stretch of the imagination. It was feral, animalistic and it scared me nearly to death.
“I thought you said it was down,” Mr. Rockthorn blasted Zeke with a vicious glare, his blue eyes like ice chips.
We stood motionless in the hallway, listening to the unrelenting anger in that disembodied voice. Was it a shout, a cry for help? Or was it a warning to anyone who got in its way?
Zeke furrowed his thick eyebrows, looking to Mr. Rockthorn and then to me. He stopped on my face, a look of concern flashing within his brown eyes. “I thought he was too far out of it. Maybe she should go back.”
“No,” Mr. Rockthorn said aggressively, taking my arm and forcing us to continue down the hallway toward the voice. “This is exactly what she needs to see. The beasts of the old world are not to be shied away from. They are chaos and it is our job to put them in their place.”
He jerked my arm roughly, squeezing my tender flesh. It stung, but I didn’t cry out. I couldn’t. He wouldn’t have heard me, not when he was on his prophetic platform. Nothing could stop or drown out his voice.
“Do you understand, Ms. Forest, why it is imperative that we keep to the order of control; that we do not give in to fanciful ideas? Your grandmother had such ideas didn’t she?” He wrenched my arm again, nearly pulling it out of its socket. I couldn’t help but wince. He didn’t seem to notice or care as he continued.
“That out there in the wilds,” he spat out the word like it was a curse word, “was better than what we could provide in here. She was part of the problem, taking up with those radical thinkers, with their heads in the clouds, daydreaming about an imaginary world that does not exist. I hope that this experience will open your eyes to the truth.” It would.
We neared the room where they were keeping the unknown man. I could feel Zeke hovering just behind me. Because of his lower status, Zeke was not allowed to contradict the Grande Regent. But I suspected he wanted to. I felt he and I were cut from the same cloth. Both of us had to support the traditions of our people because of whom our parents are. They are affluent in our society and well loved for their contributions to our world. If anyone suspected that we might side against the masses and support unpopular views, we could easily destroy their credibility, shame them beyond recognition.
I didn’t appreciate slander against my Nani and I felt that Zeke thought the same.
“Let us see what the outside has wrought,” said Mr. Rockthorn as he punched in more codes into a wall panel off to the side of the rooms opaque glass doors.
I could hear the bellowing coming from inside that room; had heard it as we had drawn closer to its source. As I stood on the opposite side of that door, I realized that Mr. Rockthorn’s bellows earlier today were pitiful children’s cries compared with the unknown voice on the other side.
“Lora,” I heard Zeke say my name. And I could read every intended meaning by his tone. He didn’t want me to go in. He was afraid for me, of what I might see. But I never wanted to be sheltered. I had to go in, just to prove that I was not afraid of the outside like so many others. That other world I had only heard about through my Nani.
“I’m going in Zeke,” I told him with firm resolve coating my voice, belying my trembling nerves.
Chapter 4-
A man was laid prone on a metal examining table, held down by five male physicians, two on either side, one controlling his head. I stood in an observation room, a thick layer of reinforced glass isolating us from those in the operating room. Even through the layer of glass I could hear him, feel his pain like it was my own.
Hot lights burned from above, showcasing the horrible scene in front of me, revealing the rivers of sweat rolling down the exposed flesh of this unknown’s body. He was completely drenched and glistening under those lights. I could easily see each muscle spasm, clench and release of his fists held to his sides, his chest rising too fast as he took in short bursts of air. He was suffering greatly and I was ineffectual at saving him.
“Why is he not secured properly with restraints?” Mr. Rockthorn asked as he stared dispassionately through the thick glass.
A technician working in front of one of numerous monitor screens, answered him. Rotating in her chair she explained, “We tried to secure him on the platform, but he broke through.” She tilted her head slightly to watch the scene playing out in the other room for a second before turning back to us. “He’s impressively strong, sir. There seems to be nothing formidable enough to hold him. We can only hope that the sedative will relax him enough that we can get enough blood samples.”
Mr. Rockthorn frowned. “If he’s been sedated, why does it require five people to hold him down? Look at him. He’s barely leashed as it is.”
It was true. Even under the influence of our drugs the man was barely being controlled by the physician’s hands. I could see they were sweating as well, the amount of energy needed to keep this one man at bay taking all their effort and determination. It was a precarious situation. If even one of them backed off, losing strength, it would be over. They only had a thin measure of control over this unknown creature. Who would succumb first, the men or the beast?
“This is the first anyone has been able to keep him in place since he awoke,” the technician countered. “Even with the drugs, he’s resisting.” She swung her chair around to face another monitor that showed a detailed analysis of the man’s body. “Look at his readings. It’s unnatural. I’ve never seen anything like this man. If he’s human, it’s only because he looks it. Everything else places him as something entirely different.”
I could read from the scrolling charts that his body temperature was well over normal range for a human. In fact, if I had only seen his charts and not the physical specimen, I would have thought he wasn’t human at all. If he was human he would have been dead. He should be dead. He was human, wasn’t he?
“He’s not human,” retorted Mr. Rockthorn. “He’s an animal. If he cannot be controlled, put him down.” There was no hesitation in his voice. The act of issuing a death sentence was rare in our world. Life was far too precious for us to allow it to slip away so easily. But Mr. Rockthorn spoke as if the taking of this man’s life was inconsequential and would easily be forgotten as time passed. This man held no value to us, his life held no sway over our own.
I could have held my tongue and my life would have continued forward. I had a good life. And despite my complaints about my job, I enjoyed being part of something. If my internship ended successfully and I knew that it would, it would be a foot in the door to my future career. Success was just inches beyond my fingertips and I could have it all. People would remember me as they do my mother, look at me with adoration and awe. I could have that if I just kept my mouth shut.
But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.
I’m not terribly adventurous, cunning, or a natural born leader, but I am intelligent. Intelligent enough to think beyond my peoples limited perception of the world. However most of the time I fall short, listening to others instead of searching for the truth. For some reason, today, I would not fall into that trap.
Perhaps it was because I had had it up to here with Mr. Rockthorn’s bitter and disrespectful attitude. But in any case, I spoke my true thoughts to him. Whether he was willing to hear them or not, I was going to give him my two cents and then some. This great man was going hear the first person to contradict him in who can guess how long?
I was proud of myself as I mustered up the nerve and the words to invoke my displeasure. Unfortunately, pride cometh before the fall and with a deep breath I stepped off my comfortable ledge of conformity into the unknown. I prayed someone would catch me.
“You cannot allow this man to be exterminated like an unwanted vermin in your home. He is a human being. And even if he isn’t, that doesn’t give you the right to cut his life short.”
I saw Mr. Rockthorn’s eyes widen at first, his jaw go slightly slack. Shock, and then it was gone. And then fury encased his entire body, his jaw tightening, flexing. I speculated that he was enraged that someone as insignificant as I would dare question his authority. Everyone else in the room, the technicians and Zeke simply looked dumbfounded. I could feel all their eyes on me. For a brief moment I was the complete center of everyone’s attention. I took my moment and ran with it. “You condemn this man without any sense of remorse, before you even take the time to figure out why he’s resisting our efforts to help him. That is entirely irresponsible, not to mention unethical.”
I threw my hand out, pointing to the scene beyond that glass wall. “Can’t you see he’s in pain and he’s confused? To him, we are the enemy.”
At that moment the man inside the examining room howled, one of his limbs coming in contact with a tray of instruments, causing it to crash onto the floor. Broken glass vials of his blood spread out from the upturned tray; tiny rounded fingers of liquid creeping across the otherwise pristine floor.
“We’re hurting him, not helping.” I yelled my words over the roar of the man. “You must stop them.”
“You presume too much to think to dictate to me, Ms. Forest.” His words were calm and softly spoken, his anger beyond the need to yell. “You’re like your father, I see. And it is exactly those kinds of words that got him killed. That creature in there would rip you apart and think nothing of it. He has no conscious understanding beyond his limited desires. We do the world a service by taking him out of it.”
I was appalled at his reasoning. “You are the heartless monster who can’t see beyond his own desires,” I hissed. I really enjoyed shoving his words back in his face, a strange high running through my system. I was living in the moment and damning all consequences.
Zeke took my hand, pulling me back into the safety of his arms. I didn’t realize Mr. Rockthorn’s face could have gotten any blotchier than it had been earlier, but I was wrong. His skin stretched so tight along the bones of his face I was just waiting it out before the skin ripped at the seams. It didn’t matter; he could buy a new face. However, I was unlikely to find a new job.
Zeke held me to his side, protectively. Leaning toward my right ear, he whispered. “Have you lost your mind? Of all the people to stand up to, you chose the most powerful man in our world to call a ‘monster’. Maybe you were daydreaming in ethics class because you just went over the edge. There’s such a thing as bravery and then there’s what you just did; suicide with no reprieve of actual death.” I felt his breath as he grumbled a few unintelligible words in my ear.
Putting his body between myself and Mr. Rockthorn, Zeke calmly addressed his obvious superior. “Sir, you know Lora doesn’t mean what she says. She has a kind heart and has obviously sympathized with this unknown man. Perhaps it would be best if I take her back to the office. I think she has had enough of a lesson today.”
Zeke was always so diplomatic. He was a great asset to our world and would be a leading force someday. I wondered if I would be there to see him take his rightful place. He was the natural born leader and I was proud of him. I could see by the subtle changes in Mr. Rockthorn’s expression that he was swayed by Zeke’s words, but then Zeke could make almost anyone listen to him.
“Fine, take her back.” He dismissed us with a flippant wave of his hand, uncaring or oblivious that I was glaring at him with bitter hatred and loathing. My entire body seemed to be consumed by my emotions and he seemed not to care. I heard him whisper something, though I imagine he didn’t intend that I should. “Soft heart, soft mind,” he breathed. “What a waste of creation on that one?”
Zeke would have liked to have hustled me out the door and away from this place before I said or did anything stupid, more than I already had. I knew he had heard Mr. Rockthorn’s words. And if they had been about him, he wouldn’t have let that kind of slander against his name slide. I knew he wanted me to ignore those words. But I couldn’t and I wouldn’t let this man diminish my importance in the world. Perhaps I would never be noteworthy, but I still had value. That man in the other room had value.
I jerked my arm free from Zeke’s restraining grasp. He pleaded at me with his eyes to reconsider what he assumed I would do. I ignored him. We were friends, but sometimes even our friends can be wrong. Mr. Rockthorn was too preoccupied with the technicians to notice me. He had dismissed me completely from his mind. They were at that moment actively discussing the best means of getting rid of their rather large pest problem. I wouldn’t allow them to do this heinous crime. Their apathy to this poor man went beyond my tolerance and it gave me the strength to do what I needed.
The physicians inside the next room were being instructed through an intercom to inject the man with both a high dose sedative and a death drug, a lethal cocktail that would lay low any creature in seconds. On the surface it seemed humane and most others would have stepped aside and allowed this man to die. But I had already jumped too far into this and I couldn’t halt my descent now.
The connecting door to the other room had been left slightly ajar when it should have been closed and locked. But in everyone’s haste they had overlooked this error. Fate was leading me forward.
It was a surprise to the occupants in the examining room and even me, when I pushed through the connecting door and found myself face to face with them. There was a moment of pause where I was looking at them and they were looking at me. All of the physicians had the same expression. The one that read, I had lost my mind. Perhaps I had. I could hear the others in the observation room, yelling at me, but no one came in after me. They were too afraid.
I think I’ll always remember the way he looked at me. His violet colored eyes, speckled with flakes of gold, eyes that saw me as no other had before. He was an animal, but then weren’t we all? It is not a highly tolerated perspective of humanity. But I wonder if it’s not true. Animals were stupid and only good as loving house pets or feared as our enemy. But when I looked into the eyes of this man/beast, I wondered if we were not as different as the other’s in this room believed.
“Stop,” I screamed, even though it wasn’t necessary. The examining room was completely silent. The man watched me with calculating eyes, seeing me as something different from the others he had encountered since arriving to our world. I was mesmerized by his eyes as I continued my mission to save him; the only thing I have ever felt surer about in my life. “You cannot kill this man.” I extracted the syringe of the deadly drug from one astonished physician’s hands, throwing it onto the floor where I made a dramatic show of crushing it beneath the heel of my shoe. I had never been so bold, a rebel.
Little did I know that my great show of resistance would cause the next chain of events. I had assumed that my actions would save this man from death and then I would go back to living my life; jobless, but relatively the same. But I was high in the moment and not taking into account that rebels don’t get to go back to their pre-rebel lives. The distraction of my unannounced presence gave the man on the examining table the opportunity he needed.
Chapter 5
Because of me, the slight advantage the physician’s had over the seemingly drugged man slipped away from them. And it seemed as if in an instant the control of man was taken down by the rules of nature. Five fully grown men found themselves sprawled on the tiled floor, the impact of a single push laying them low.
Within seconds of my arrival into the room, and my dramatic performance of disarming the physician holding the death drug, I found myself the prey to a predator. I was a fool to think I could just walk away from this day without consequences. And one of those consequences was gazing with heated, unblinking, violet colored eyes into my very being.
I had let the beast free.
In one impressive and beautifully graceful bound, he was off the examining table. I didn’t think to run. The natural instincts of man are still apart of us. And despite our ever growing range of knowledge, the basic imprints of man reveal themselves when needed and without conscious effort. My basic imprint should have told me to flee. It didn’t. Instead it told me to stand my ground and wait because the beast in me recognized its own.
I was pushed against the adjacent wall with enough force to knock the wind out of me. It escaped my body in a single undignified grunt of surprise. My head smacked sharply, bouncing between wall of cold stone and a wall of warm flesh. He kept me pinned to the wall, his naked back blocking my view of the rest of the room. At least he had the decency to have trousers on. I could only hear the chaos that was going on around us. And then he spoke.
“If you wish this woman to live, then you will relinquish hold of my belongings. Stand down now or I will kill her. Choose wisely or I will see you all dead.” Those words were spoken in a voice as pure and rich as the creation of music; hard and lethal as the sharpest blade. It was both enthralling and deadly. And he had just threatened my life.
The tables had turned and without a doubt I knew that the control of man was gone. The beast held power in this room. I would die to save the creature that would have no remorse at ending my existence.
I could hardly catch my breath, flattened against wall and man/beast. Thinking I could side step away from him, I found my way blocked by the unrelenting bands of outstretched arms. I was trapped, put here by one heedless attempt at resistance to the majority. I had jumped of my own free will from the ledge and found myself between a rock and a hard merciless man/beast. I had no one to blame but myself.
Please, I whispered.
I don’t know if he heard the breathy, strangled tone of my voice or if he realized that his larger frame was crushing my chest that I couldn’t take in an adequate amount of air into my lungs. But he moved his body a fraction, giving me enough space to allow my lungs and chest to expand properly.
There was quite a bit of commotion going on around me. I could hear people scrambling to get up off the floor, equipment scraping as it was pushed around and voices’ talking in garbled bursts, layering one voice over another. I could only hear what was transpiring, but I imagined that every one of their faces held the same expression. It had been many years since the unknown on the outside had effect on us on the inside. It was horrifying to know that it had the power to take us down.
Something, a bag perhaps, was handed over. The bearer of the object hastily stepping away, the sound of the persons squeaking shoes hinting that they were moving fast and far away from us. This man/beast was outnumbered, yet it seemed as if he held sway over us. I didn’t believe my presence as his hostage had any effect. For the good of our people they should have sacrificed me to save us all.
He had what he wanted; his belongings returned to him. This would have been the opportune time to release me, allow me to go back to my world. But no, it wasn’t going to be that simple.
Pulled out from the wall to stand in front of him, my back now pressed to his front, one arm squeezing my middle, he shoved a heavy leather bag into my unsuspecting clutches. I held tight, not even looking down to see what I was holding. But I assumed it was a duffel bag of sorts, naturally made and not one of our designs. It smelled strange, musky and wild, very much like the being standing so close behind me.
Now I could see everything that I had missed during my concealment behind this creature. Those in the room, the five physicians and others I hadn’t seen or noticed before had positioned themselves about the room, aiming weapons, directing their focus directly at myself and my abductor behind me. My death was imminent, either by the friendly fire of my people or at the hands that held me captive.
Zeke entered slowly into the room, using the connecting door I had used earlier, his own weapon raised high, aiming not at me, but just above my head. His face looked pinched. I could see his stress, the sheen of glistening moisture on his smooth forehead. His arm never wavered and he refused to look me in the eyes.
“Let her go and we’ll release you from our custody. I’ll take you to our borders myself and allow you to return to your world.” He spoke with his most sincere and charming voice, hoping to sway the mind of this unknown enemy. “Just allow me to take her from you. No one wishes you harm.”
I felt his chest shake, a bitter laugh escaping from him. “Do you think I’m a fool?” he raged. I could see everyone in the room flinch, as did I at the energy in that voice. “As you have already guessed, I understand your language. No harm”, he quoted Zeke’s words. “You and your people were just about to have me put down. And I don’t believe for a fraction of a millisecond that any of you would allow me to simply walk away. No.” he said, his voice harsh. “You can keep your empty promises. There is only one person who showed remorse at the possibility of my death and she’s right here.”
I felt his hand brush a piece of my hair, tucking it gently behind my ear. It was something I didn’t expect, a gesture too tender to come from something so fierce. He continued.
“I think I’ll keep her,” His arm constricted against my middle, a hard band of flesh forcing me closer to his person. “And the second you try to take her from me will be the second before you know you’re dead.”
“Be reasonable,” Zeke persuaded, mustering all his strength and training to free me. “There’s no way to exit our borders on your own. And even if you do escape this room, the minute you leave this building you’ll be taken down.” He lowered his weapon, apparently seeing that it had no effect on this creature. “Already the entire military force is aligning itself outside in the quad, waiting for you. My people will do whatever is necessary to take down this threat. You will die if you try to escape,” for a brief moment his eyes turned to mine, “and Lora will die with you.” He leveled his gaze back on my captor.
They were not of equal height, Zeke falling a few inches shorter, but I think that they were equally matched opponents. “Is that what you want for her?” Zeke questioned, his voice never wavering, simply stating the facts. “The only person who tried to save you will be destroyed for having a pure and generous heart. Will you risk her life as well as yours; and for what?”
“You’re very convincing. I can see that one day you will make an exceptional leader. But today you are just a boy who only wants to save his best friend.”
We moved together as a unit, his arm securing me in front as we hedged our way slowly toward Zeke. We stopped about a foot away, but Zeke didn’t try to take me from him. He eyed us both. I’m not sure what he read in our faces, but he didn’t look pleased.
“It’s Zeke isn’t it?” asked the man/beast.
That startled him. He had appeared so cool and calm during this entire experience, but that one simple question rattled him.
Zeke nodded.
“Today’s not your day to win, but it will be soon. Now step aside.”
Zeke frowned, turning to look at the others in the room before focusing his attention back on us. “You’ll never make it past the front entry way.”
“I’m aware of that, thank you.” He made those words sound polite as if he really were thanking Zeke for something.
Zeke brought his focus down onto my face, his expression grim. He nodded to the others, telling them with that gesture to stand down. Zeke slowly stepped aside, watching us carefully as we, as one person, moved past him.
Inside the observation room, I felt all eyes on me. Their concern for themselves rather than my well being etched on their tense faces. Mr. Rockthorn, standing safely behind two technicians, was the only one to speak. “It seems you got exactly what you deserved, girl.” An evil twist in his lips revealed the truth. He wouldn’t have cared if I died today.
“And you, Herbert, will get exactly what you deserve,” My captor countered and I enjoyed for a brief moment the horror that crossed Mr. Rockthorn’s face. Then we were gone, racing down a long stretch of hallway to who knows where, a death watch over both of our heads.
Chapter 6
“I can’t keep up.” I shouted at him. He had to pull me along and in these shoes I can’t match his stride. My lungs felt like they were going to burst or disintegrate inside my body. I huffed and blew air out of my mouth hard, the cool air burning my lungs. “I need to stop. I tell you, I’m going to keel over.”
He growls something. I can’t quite catch what he says, but then suddenly I’m being hoisted like a sack of minerals over his shoulder. We take off again. It’s so undignified to be carried around, but I really was going to pass out if I had to run anymore.
“Put me down,” I yell to his back. Though I didn’t really want him to put me down, a strange excitement crossed my mind as he carried me without much effort. It was one of those scenes from a story book, the heroine carried off by her valiant hero. But he was not my hero, he was my captor and I wasn’t his heroine, but his hostage. He had threatened my life. Hero’s don’t threaten their heroines.
“Just leave me here and you can escape.” I pleaded with him. “You don’t need me anymore. I’m just slowing you down.” I try to reason with him, but it does no good. He is a rather thick headed creature. But most men I have met so far tended to be obstinate.
He ignored me.
To my surprise, instead of going the way I had come in, we descended deep into the center of the building. He shouldn’t have known his way around our world and yet he never faltered on his unknown course, bursting through doors, angling down stairs, me, a lump of flesh on his back.
“Where on planet’s surface do you think you are going?” I questioned him tersely. “If you haven’t guessed by now, you’re going in the wrong direction.” I threw one arm out, pointing to a map on the far wall. “The front entry way is back in the opposite direction.”
“And that is where they will be expecting us. We are going where few would think to look.” He didn’t elaborate. As he adjusted me over his shoulder, his hand slid over the exposed skin behind my knee, moving higher. I don’t know if it was accidental or intentional, but it unnerved me, sending little shocks through me nervous system. I pushed my indecent thoughts aside.
“Hey, whatever your name is,” I groused. “Keep your hands on acceptable territories of my person.” His hand retreated.
“Are there acceptable areas on your body where I can touch you? And if so, please enlighten me where those areas are located.”
Was that a teasing tone he had just used? He was making fun of me. Perhaps it had been accidental, but if some unknown person was grouping his skin, then maybe he wouldn’t think it was so funny. Or maybe not, he was from the outside. Perhaps their behavior with each other was different from our own. It was likely he didn’t know how to be civilized.
I answered him after a few seconds. “I would say nowhere, but then you would likely drop me out of spite.” I made a concession in my head to remember that he wasn’t like the rest of us. He was a man/beast with little knowledge of our ways. “So I’m just going to say keep your hands below my knee. That is neutral territory. Do you understand what I mean?”
“Yes,” he chuckled. “I think I have a good understanding of what you mean.” Something in his voice made me question what he could be thinking at that moment. Did he think me overly prudish? Or was he laughing because I had assumed his gesture was something other than what it had been. He had merely needed to adjust my weight on his shoulder and I had thought it was advancement on my person.
He was rather attractive, even for an unknown man/beast from the outside, and I was a bland counterpoint to his striking features. His eyes especially eclipsed my own bluish gray ones. He was strong and virile and I was soft and ineffectual. Under normal circumstances, he would never have seen me in a crowd. I did very well at blending in. This creature would never have made advancement on my person. I couldn’t have been that appealing, especially since he had more important things to concern himself with; our lives for example.
We were descending further into the buildings underground structure. I couldn’t see a way to escape from down here. All the exits were above us, not below. I couldn’t imagine what he was thinking, or how he planned on getting us out of this mess. Eventually we would have to turn back and give ourselves in. Both of us would be forced to turn ourselves in, because I knew that my earlier actions would be construed by everyone as the actions of an accomplice.
“It’s Casian.”
“What?” I had been off in my own thoughts. I didn’t at first understand him. Though he spoke our language, his accent was different making me assume it wasn’t his natural language.
“My name,” he repeated himself. “It’s Casian.”
Casian, I said his name in my head. It was such a beautiful name, not one I would have guessed to put on this man/beast. Somehow I had thought he would have a tougher name, a harder edge sounding name that would suit his physical self. I wondered if anyone of his people ever called him out on having such a sissy or effeminate name. It was a pretty name, a girl’s name.
“It’s good to know you think so highly of my name,” he said with obvious sarcasm. “But then it’s no worse than being thought of as a man/beast.”
What did he just say? If I didn’t know better I would have thought he had invaded my mind. But such things were impossible without the proper equipment. He couldn’t have- it’s impossible.
“I assure you, it’s very possible. So do you deny you find my name sissy?” He questioned.
I didn’t want to answer. I had thought that, but it was his fault for listening. “It’s a crime to invade a person’s mind without proper documentation and a reason. Only licensed officials have the jurisdiction to read minds and even then it is with the circumspect of our leaders to ensure the person is not exploited. You could be locked away for what you just did.”
But he wasn’t one of us and likely didn’t know that such actions were considered a felony. But even still I was enraged that he had been listening in on my thoughts and the thoughts of my people. My own thoughts were very personal and the unwarranted search into my mind broke every code of ethics I had ever learned in my world.
I was embarrassed because he had heard my thoughts about him, not just that I had called him a man/beast, but other thoughts that should only be kept inside a woman’s mind.
“I apologize,” he said sincerely, but he still could have been reading my thoughts as he was apologizing. “I don’t normally listen in so intently, but under the circumstances it was necessary.”
Necessary, he said. That is a poor and thoughtless excuse. Reading a mind is not something one does on a whim and only trained professionals have the liberty and knowledge to enact such a tactic on a person. He was being selfish, eavesdropping on myself and my people to get what he wanted. It was intrusive and dangerous for all persons involved. And he could accomplish it without my people’s devices. What else could he do?
“You know we can’t go any farther down. This is a dead end.” I said to him. I tried to keep my thoughts to a minimum in case he was still listening, but sometimes I couldn’t help myself. I had had no reason before to learn to guard my thoughts.
We had reached the end of a darkened hallway, only the emergency lights flickered dimly above us. He stood for a moment then slowly lowered me to the ground. His hand made an inappropriate move over my person. It made my skin tingle and caused my breath to escape in a little puff of warm air, a strange noise moved through my throat without warning. Hands, I mentally shouted at him, knowing he was listening.
“Sorry,” he whispered, then caught sight of my arched stare. “Sorry,” he repeated, apologizing this time for reading my thoughts. “But that time you pushed your thoughts on me,” he argued.
There was a door, concealed under several boxes of used parts and out-of-date junk. Pushing them aside, he revealed the door fully. He pulled back on an aged lever, unlocking a panel in the floor. Inserting a long series of codes, the hatch to the now exposed door slowly slid open.
“I did no such thing,” I defended myself from his claim, “And as for calling you a man/beast, it’s your own fault for eavesdropping. You attacked me. How else should I have seen you?” I was rambling, but he simply folded his arms and allowed me to continue; his expression composed. “You threatened to kill me and for what?” I thrust the bag in his face. I had been clutching it since he pushed the thing into my arms, holding it like I was protecting my own child. “This,” I stated harshly, pushing it closer to his face. “You were going to kill me over some stupid bag.”
I tucked the bag under my arm. “I’ve no doubt lost my job and I’ll be lucky if they don’t lock me away. I called the Grande Regent a monster. What was I thinking?”
“I know. I heard,” he said. “But he wouldn’t have fired you. He likes the way you make his tea. Not to mention your mother would have his head if he let you go. She’s a rather influential person around here.” Casian unfolded his arms, his posture changing as he drew closer to me. “I would not have hurt you. It was simply a way to get them to react and to prove you were not acting as my accomplice.”
I didn’t realize at first that I was crying. I don’t normally cry. It’s such a weak and unhelpful solution to a problem. Crying wouldn’t solve this. And no one would believe I wasn’t his accomplice. I wasn’t even sure. My actions spoke for themselves. I needed to think of a way to help him escape but find a way to save myself at the same time. First I needed to stop crying.
“Lora,” he spoke my name for the first time. “I don’t deserve your support, but I’m a selfish man. That’s why I took you with me when I could have easily left you behind. There is something about you that I never expected to see in this place.”
I felt him brush away my tears, giving me the first smile I had ever seen on his face. His violet eyes gleamed even in the dim light and I noticed for the first time a lightning bolt tattoo that ran from his hairline to his chin, bisecting his right eye. I didn’t remember seeing it there before.
He took my hand and led me to the opening in the floor. It was dark inside the mouth of the opening, a small set of stairs disappearing into seeming nothingness. I didn’t want to go in to that dark, scary abyss; wherever it led. I’ve had an irrational fear of dark spaces since I was a child, not the darkness itself but the things I can’t see because of it. The unknown frightens me, but it doesn’t stop me from doing what I must to save this man; Casian.
“This leads to the catacombs under your city. Your friend Zeke showed me a picture of them from your archives and the access numbers to get through them.” So he had read Zeke’s thoughts, or Zeke had mentally given him the information. Willingly, I’m not sure.
The catacombs hadn’t been accessed since before the time our city was created. It had been used by our predecessors to escape the harsh world above, before the structures could be built to one day be the world we existed in today. But the old city had gone unused, crushed by time and erosion, making the catacombs non-existent. Or so I was led to believe by others. Could the ancient city beneath the ground still exist? And could it have access into the outside world?”
“Yes,” he answered.
“Stop reading my thoughts.”
“Sorry.”
You’re not sorry,” I accused. “If you were truly sorry, you would stop doing it.”
“You’re right,” he agreed. “I’m not sorry. You don’t make a habit of saying what you really think or feel so I’m forced to look into your head to understand you.”
He lowered himself into the opening in the floor, looking up at me as I stood over him.
“You are afraid of this dark space, yet you would follow me down into it. You would be afraid and scared of every little sound or brush against you and I wouldn’t know. You wouldn’t have told me. Because I read your thoughts I can assure you that the catacombs are not a dangerous maze of rubble and that it is quite safe to travel through them. Your people have been using these passages for years, though few know of such things.”
He looked up at me, those jewel toned eyes beseeching me. I was about to make a decision that would shape the rest of my life. But then I had already made up my mind without even realizing it. There was something about him and I that made sense, that we had been destined to meet, to fulfill some purpose for the benefit of both of our worlds. I had saved his life and in some secret portion of my soul I realized he was saving mine. I would never go back to who or what I was intended to be in my world.
“Will you come with me, Lora?” he asked, seeing me beyond the scope of my world. I knew what he was asking of me. And I wondered if I had the strength to accept.
I knelt down on the cold floor, in that dim room, surrounded by junk. I put my hand over his and he clasped my fingers in a tight grip. “Yes,” I answered.
He lowered himself down into the hole and I followed, his bag slung over my right arm. It was too dark to see, but I could feel him just behind and below me. Every few seconds he would touch my leg, perhaps to assure himself that I was still there. But I had already made up my mind to follow him. I had risked everything I knew to save him. I wouldn’t turn craven on him now. We were a united front, together in the unknown world around us.
Chapter 7
Eventually we reached the bottom of the stairs and I felt Casian reach for me and put me on the ground in front of him. The space was dark but not overly musty like I had imagined. Someone had been keeping the ancient underground city from turning to ruin. Who?
This time I voiced my thoughts. “Who do you think has been using this place? I was told that the catacombs are inaccessible and dangerous to anyone foolish enough to try to maneuver through them. And how is it that Zeke knows this place?”
“Your friend knows more than he is at liberty to tell you. They believe it is for the safety of your people that no one should know or think about the ancient city. It might lead some to use these travel ways to the outside world.” He explained, as he had read not only Zeke’s thoughts but those of the Grande Regent, himself. “Your people are curious, inquisitive and they would wonder what the unknown world outside their city is really like. The catacombs might be a tool for them to find out. Such knowledge is assumed by some to be dangerous.”
I could guess who these ‘some’ might be, people like Mr. Rockthorn and his ilk who professed to always seek out new knowledge, yet frightened of a world they believed abandoned them. The ancient world outside our city had always been an elusive world, one that I had tried to conjure up in my mind through my grandmother’s efforts. But to actually experience this world would eclipse any imaginings I might have thought. I wanted to see this world; Casian’s world.
Casian flipped a switch on the wall, causing the room to flood with soft light. I was quickly learning to think of him by name and not as the man/beast. The floor was a little dusty, but overall the catacombs looked almost new. The ancient structure showed few signs of decay with old equipment and antique furniture lining the corridors.
“What’s this?” I picked something out of a crate of electronic equipment. It was a small device with a little screen on it, extremely barbaric in design, but kind of cute in its antiquity. I accidently pressed the face of the device and a little light shone behind the screen, an image of words I couldn’t read and pictures of people I didn’t recognize. There was a little wire attached to the end that split into two wires, the ends rounded with metal filters on the ends. It was some kind of listening device.
Casian peered over my shoulder, his face drawing in concentration. “I’m not sure. I’m not very familiar with antediluvian technology.” He took the little machine from my hands, running his fingers over it. Then he put one of the wires in his ear and pressed a button. He quickly pulled the wire out of his ear making a grunt like it had hurt him. “It’s loud.”
“I didn’t hear anything.”
He made a motion over the device, carefully putting the wires back to his ears. I watched him as he listened to the machine talk to him. I wondered what it was telling him. Perhaps it was a history recording device. It could likely tell us stories about the outside world. I was impressed that it still worked after all these years.
“What is it telling you?” I asked him, excited to know the words of my ancestors. “Is it describing the history of my people, our advancements in regeneration, or how we have harnessed the energy of cold fusion to construct new life? What is it saying?”
He didn’t answer, his concentration completely focused on listening to the archaic machine. He looked surprised, shocked, and then frowned and tilted his head as if mulling over the words. They must be truly wise individuals to harness the complete attention of this man. He seemed to know everything.
“Casian,” I yelled, trying to get his attention. He pulled the wires out of his ears, pushing the face of the device again to make the light behind the screen grow dark. “Did you understand what it was telling you?”
He cleared his throat. “I’m rather good with languages and differing dialects. This particular language I have heard spoken before, but not exactly in the same cadences; some of the phrases were off.” He put the machine back in the box, seemingly uninterested in it.
Well,” I said. “Can you tell me what it said to you?”
“It was singing at me, at least I think it was singing. I don’t care for classical music.” We labeled music over fifty years or older classical music. This music device was much older than that.
“So it is a music device. I like music.” I reached for the device in the box. Casian pulled my hands back, not letting me touch it.
“NO!,” he shouted. “You wouldn’t like it. It made strange grunting noises and swore at me. I think it hates me because when I first put it on, it shouted at me. I’m not going to let you listen to its foul words.”
“I wouldn’t understand what it was saying anyway. At least let me listen to the musical part of it. It can’t be so terrible.” I reached back into the box, pulling the device out and putting the wires in my ears. “And besides, it can’t hate you, it’s just a machine.” I pressed the button, making the light behind the screen shine up at me.
At first it sounded nice with several instruments weaving over one another, though I didn’t know what sort of instruments they were. Then the words came in. It was nonsense, gibberish talking. Then at a climatic part, the music driving fast, it shouted at me and I understood what it said. I quickly pulled the wires out of my ears and threw the machine back in the box.
“It called me a terrible name,” I told him. He wore that I told you so expression. “I can’t believe anyone would call that music. It is evil.”
“No, it’s just a different culture,” Casian said diplomatically, “One that I for one cannot begin to understand.”
We made our way through the lit corridors of the ancient city. This was part of my people’s history that I never thought to see in person. For some unknown reason it didn’t seem strange that Casian and I had become a team so quickly or that I was willingly going along with him. Though the words hadn’t been spoken, I knew when I had agreed to go with him into the catacombs I had also agreed to follow him into the unknown world outside my city. I was a rebel, an outlaw to my people now, through my own actions and sided against them. Though it hadn’t been my intentions at the time and I was surprisingly unregretful.
“They said you were injured outside our borders. Zeke said they found you along our Northern wall. What happened to you?”
“If I was injured it was because of your people’s actions. I was roaming along your borders, when a group of them found me, assuming I was trying to breach your city. I wasn’t prepared for their assault and they took me down unaware of whom or what I was.”
“Oh,” I said. That was not the impression I had gotten from Zeke. He had been injured by my people because they had interpreted his presence so close to us as a threat, an enemy to be taken down. “Are you all right now? Do you need me to take a look at you? I do have some medical training, I’m not licensed but I have a bit of knowledge.”
He shook his head in the negative. “It wasn’t serious; mostly they just knocked me out.”
“Then why did they bring you inside?” They could have easily left him out there to die. It would have been the cold and callous actions of someone like Mr. Rockthorn who would have left Casian unconscious in the wilds.
“Your friend, Zeke, the only decent person I had met other you of course, insisted that I was not to be left outside, but brought in. He only wanted to see that I lived.” He grumbled something under his breath that I didn’t catch. “Too bad he misjudged his own people so easily. In trying to save me, he nearly got me killed. I would have rather he had left me outside.”
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “You must think us terrible people. I know if I was in your situation I would hate us. In fact I already hate Mr. Rockthorn and he’s been a family friend for years.” I turned to look at Casian walking next to me. “I guess I misjudged him as well.”
“And then you came, flying through that connecting door like an avenging angel.” He took my hand into his, holding it as we walked. “I don’t think you realize what an amazing person you really are, Lora.” I liked it when he said my name, his accent making my name sound different than when other people said it. “You, who have every right to hate me for bringing this down on you, only want to see to my safety. It is humbling to know someone could care so strongly about a stranger like that.”
I didn’t have the words to express what I was thinking right then. But Casian wasn’t a stranger to me. I don’t know why I knew this nor could I explain my reasoning. But I knew I wasn’t going to abandon him. I was also curious to see his world and I liked his company perhaps more than I should. It was a girlish thrill, but I liked having him hold my hand. It made me feel special, important and secure.
We had to stop several times while Casian punched in access codes that led us further away from the Medical Ward and out into the underground city. I wondered what was above us. Were we close to my own home? I didn’t live that far from the Medical Ward. What was my mother thinking right now?
Likely she had already been informed of my doings today. No one could keep a secret from Hanna Forest for long. And right now she must have been terribly disappointed in her only child. I was a grown woman, but even so, I still sought the approval of one of the most influential persons in my life. I don’t think I could have stood the thought of her hating me.
We walked through the corridors for hours, silence our only companion. It was slow going. If we had been above ground, we could have used a vehicle to reach one of the four border gates, but since we were walking through a maze of tunnels, it would take us much longer. I was tired and though I had no knowing if it was bright above ground or not, I felt that it must be nightfall. Casian must have sensed my lethargy, or else he was reading my mind again because he suggested we stop to rest for a few hours.
There was a small room that looked as if it had once been used as sleeping quarters. A low framed bed and boxes of books were the only objects in the room. Casian found and brought an antique table lamp in from the outside hallway and plugged it into an outlet in the wall. This place made me think I was in Renaissance times, when man was just figuring out the secrets of the universe.
“I found you a shirt,” I said as I handed it to him. There had been an entire wardrobe of what I had assumed were costumes in a room I had passed earlier while looking for a restroom facility. But then later realized they must have been fashionable back then. I wondered what my ancestors were thinking when they thought to wear these outfits.
He was looking through his bag when I entered the sleeping quarters with my discovery. I thought he must have been chilled walking around in nothing but slacks. The underground city was several degrees cooler than above ground and there were no temperature regulating devices that I had noticed.
“I’m not cold, but thank you.” He took the offered garment, pulling it over his head and fixing it over his body. He looked silly like he was pretending to be a character in a historical film. “I heard that,” he said, giving me a disapproving stare.
“Again, it’s your own fault for listening,” I said saucily. I sat down next to him on the bed, watching him rummage through his belongings. “Did they take anything?”
“No,” he answered. “I’m actually surprised they didn’t. I guess they didn’t see these things as of any use to them.”
There were some strange objects, boxes of herbs and minerals I had never seen before. They were personal treasures that meant nothing to my people, but likely meant everything to him. I noticed a bound book made from the same leather as his bag. The same lightning tattoo imprinted on the cover that I had seen earlier on his forehead. I looked at his face, yet I saw no tattoo. How strange, because I was most sure that I had seen it there earlier.
“It’s the recorded history of my people,” he explained, running his fingers over the cover. “For three hundred and fifty years my family has kept an account. This is my installment into the archives.”
No wonder he was so adamant about getting his belongings back. He was his people’s historian. Through his words, future generations could profit from his experiences. “May I see it? I promise to be careful.”
He nodded, handing me his book. I ran my fingers along the spine. “Can I open it?” He nodded again. As I flipped open the pages, I could see his perfectly formed handwriting, drawings of things he had seen on his adventures through a world I could only dream about. It was stunningly detailed. I was only disappointed that I couldn’t understand his people’s language. I turned a page, finding a flower pressed into the folds of the book. It had recently been put there. The petals were the exact same shade as his eyes.
I paused, my mind unable to register what I was looking at. It was so small, so delicate, and so unbelievably real that I could only stare at it with wonder. A flower, its petals flattened and pressed, the leaves slightly shrunken and beginning to dry out, tiny little brown spots forming along the stem.
“I forgot I put that there. I think I was using it as a book marker, but it was too lovely so I kept it.” He picked up the tiny flower. Holding it out to me, he smiled and I noticed he had a smile crease. It was charming, making him even more appealing, if that were possible. “For you,” he said gently, “I know it’s a little bruised, but I think I was saving this for you.”
I touched the flower cautiously, afraid to break it. Then I was holding its beauty in my hands and I was humbled. It was just a flower and at the same time it was so much more. Nani was right, it was so much better. I couldn’t understand how we could give this up or why we thought our creations were better. Maybe they were better than this sad smooched flower, but I wanted real over any perfection inspired hybrid.
“Lora,” he wiped my face with his warm fingers. I think I get a day once in a while to pull the water works, and today was that day. Casian must have thought I cried like this all the time, and over silly things like half dead flowers. “I’m trying not to read your thoughts, but if you don’t tell me what you’re thinking right now I might have to.”
“It’s a real flower,” I said, my voice a little shaky with the emotions I was feeling. “You found this out there in the unknown.” I brushed a single petal, felt its softness against my skin. “It’s beautiful.”
“I knew women liked flowers, but I’ve never seen one cry over them.” He took the flower from me. I think I was crushing it. Putting it back inside the book, he closed it. “There was an entire meadow of them, in a valley between three mountain peaks. I’ll take you there if you want.”
“An entire valley full of these flowers,” I rambled to myself. “I didn’t think such things existed out there. The outside is dark and dangerous, evil creatures and ugliness exist outside our borders, not beautiful flowers.”
“Sometimes, we lock ourselves away because we think it makes us safe.” I looked up at him as he spoke. “Your people believe that outside their city walls is a world that is dangerous and uncontrollable. They’re right. But that is the nature of this world; it is both dangerous and beautiful. Your people are missing out on so much because of fear.”
“It wasn’t always supposed to be like this, you know?” I told him what I had believed all along, what my grandmother and father had believed. “This was supposed to be a temporary solution to our problems. At first it was so, because we needed a way to survive and then everything changed. We thought we were better, that we could make a world meant for us and we could control it. Your world can’t be contained, the other doesn’t listen to our requests; it just is without us. That’s a scary concept to my people.”
“But even inside your city, your people are subject to the rules of the outside world. This domed city of security is a very extensively planed illusion. Your people can’t live here forever. Eventually they will be forced to come out to seek new resources.”
“It seems they already have,” I uttered quietly, a startling realization falling on me. “You said my people attacked you outside our borders. Why were they even outside to begin with?” There were so many secrets kept from my people that it made me angry. “No one is ever supposed to leave our borders. No one has in over fifty years. They told us it was for the best, but they lied. They just didn’t want us to know that it was safe to leave, as safe as it could ever be on the outside.”
“Yes,” A simple statement, confirming the truth. He had read their thoughts; he knew the truth as much as anyone could. “You know your people better than I. Though your knowledge is vast, you cannot survive without replenishment from the outside. Though they would deny it, the makings of man must come from the makings of the natural world. It is the way it has been since the beginning, and we cannot deny its influence on us.”
Chapter 8
Several hours later, we were on the move again. I had slept fitfully on the uncomfortable bed, while Casian had snored like an animal on the cold floor. He could sleep anywhere it seemed and even under the direst conditions. I wasn’t foolish enough to think that they had simply stopped hunting for us. Until we reached the border gates we were still under threat from my people.
“Why were you alone when they captured you?” I questioned him as we drew closer to a large chamber, a meeting room.
“I was separated from my pack. We were scavenging an area just to the west of your borders. A group of vagabonds attacked; wounded two of my friends. I stayed behind to patch them up while the others went after our attackers.” Grief touched his eyes before he composed himself. “They died from exposure to the elements.”
“I’m sorry,” I consoled him. I wondered if his friends had been brought to our city, if we could have saved them. The outside world was harsh, he had admitted as much. “And then you were attacked again by my people. Why must we be so cruel to each other?”
“Your friend was right. You do have a kind heart. And no, they couldn’t have been saved, even by your technician’s.” He saw my expression, but continued. “I can’t help but read your thoughts; your mind is very fascinating. I can’t help myself.”
“My people are different,” he clarified. “You noticed it when they had me on the examining table. I’m not easily explainable to your people. We have evolved under a different environment than yours and so our genetic blueprints have been altered to suit our environment. Therefore your medical technician’s expertise would likely have not been enough. It is unfortunate, but sadly true.”
“But you’re still human, aren’t you?” I didn’t think I could accept falling in love outside my own species. Then I caught myself on the thought and prayed that he hadn’t heard me admit such a thing. Was it true? Could I be falling and or have fallen in love with this gloriously strange and unknown man/beast from the outside? I think the answer was unexpected, but yes.
People didn’t just announce such affections for one another, not when they had only been in each other’s presence for a scant day. It was just a chemical reaction, nothing more. But then it wasn’t. I couldn’t decide my own thoughts. Was this real, or a monetary infatuation? I was not a hopeless romantic, two words I steered far away from. I was a realist. However, every fiber in my being convinced me I wasn’t a fool to believe in the seemingly impossible. This intangible life form, love, which even my people couldn’t crack the code to, at least not fully. Love for him, it was not something I thought to know, nor did I even think to believe such a thing existed.
“Yes, I’m human.”
“That’s good,” I answered hastily.
“I guess it is.”
We were quiet for several minutes. What was he thinking? He had the luxury of reading my thoughts so easily. For once I wish I had the capacity to use such means to understand another person. He had been very kind to me, but that didn’t mean anything. We were allies, nothing more and I shouldn’t have thought that he would think of me as anything other than a trusted friend. Throughout this adventure he had been nothing but polite to me, too polite maybe. Did he think of me as a sister? I didn’t want to know, but it would make sense.
I sighed, not realizing it was audible and not just in my head. I coughed and cleared my throat to cover up the noise. I didn’t think he bought it, as he raised his eyebrows and turned to give me a look. A curious look that said he understood more than I about what was going on.
“You think a lot, about many complicated things. It almost makes my brain hurt to follow along. If you want to know what I’m thinking, you have only to ask me.”
We stopped walking, finding ourselves in the large meeting chamber that was once used by my ancestors to make future plans for our world. It was within these walls that they had constructed our world and it was here, in this room, that I would change my own future.
“What are you thinking, Casian?” I asked, laying the groundwork for whatever would come next.
“I’m thinking that you worry about too many things, that you contradict yourself and your own feelings about me because you have a skewed opinion of yourself. I must be dense because I didn’t think I was being polite. I think the term I would have used was suave.” He looked down at me from his advanced height and frowned. “You did think I was charming, didn’t you? Why would I act charmingly to someone I thought of as a sister? Not to mention the fact that I stole you away from your people and I do not intend to let you go.” He raised his eyebrows questioningly. “Unless of course you wish to return, I wouldn’t force you. I might be a man/beast but I’m not a monster to take away someone’s choice.”
“You didn’t steal me away,” I assured him. “I made my choice to follow you and I intend to do so. As for charming, I just thought you were being nice because I saved you. You’re just so very,” I made waving hands around his person, showcasing his otherworldly perfection, “and I’m so not,” pointing to myself; trying to explain that I was just an average, not so perfect specimen. Some people in my world went to great lengths to make their selves more appealing to one another. I couldn’t do that. Nature created me to look a certain way and I didn’t want to change myself. Though sometimes, like now, I wish I was different. My people’s motto was in the creation of a better world and that included their own bodies.
“Lora,” he said my name, the sweetest emotion tinting his voice and then the unexpected happened. He kissed me. Suddenly he pulled me into his arms and pressed his lips to mine and it was divine magic, a creation all its own. It was wonderful, mind altering. I was changed forever.
He pulled his lips away, but kept his face close to mine. “Do you think I’m being nice now?” he asked, his voice dropping to a deeper, richer tone. “Have I convinced you yet that you’re not just my ally, or my saving angel? I know this is soon and we don’t know each other very well, but can you accept for now that whatever feelings you have for me, I reciprocate them tenfold?”
I could see his lightning tattoo was etched across his face again. “Your tattoo is back. At first I thought I only imagined it. Do you really feel the same way about me as I do about you? You know this is absolutely ridiculous. I mean, I just met you and you just met me. How could anyone feel so strongly about another person? Perhaps you’re misguided, I saved you and you think you’re in love with me.” I would have rambled on, but he stopped me with another kiss.
“I’m not misguided and neither are you. My people believe that it is the nature of our species to seek out another that calls to us, calls to the soul and that sometimes the call is so strong it can unite even the most unlikely of couples. I believe it was my destiny to find you and for you to find me. I have been upon this world a score and seven years and in all that time I have never felt the call to another soul until you.”
“You’re like one of those characters in a love story that’s just too good to be true, but I think I’ll keep you just the same,” I said with sarcasm, trying to keep my emotions in check. “Hopefully I’ll find some flaw about you that will prove you’re real.”
“I snore very loudly, like a wild dog. Is that correct?” He grinned, knowing my earlier assessment of his sleeping habits.
“Yes, that’s one count against you,” I teased.
“Will you still keep me if I snore?” he whispered, drawing my face closer, kissing my forehead. “Will you keep this man/beast even if he takes you away from everything you’ve ever known?”
“Yes,” I answered. Touching his cheek, drawing a line along the pattern the tattoo made on his face. I pulled his lips to mine, kissing him with everything I had, my very soul I gave into his keeping.
“It is very disappointing, Lora, to find you have taken up with an animal from the outside.” Mr. Rockthorn’s voice reverberated in the otherwise quiet interior of the large chamber we were standing in.
I pulled back, away from Casian, inserting myself between him and Mr. Rockthorn. He wasn’t alone either. Several community officials and armed guards stood poised to watch and or take action as needed. As I looked about the room, I could read in their faces their utter disbelief. And then my eyes found the one person who I would have done anything for, my mother.
“Hanna,” Mr. Rockthorn addressed her informally. They were close friends. “What sort of morals have you been instilling in your child that would cause her to behave so disgracefully?”
My mother didn’t turn to answer him, her focus completely on myself and Casian. Again, I wished I had the ability to read thoughts. She alone held the most power over me. Though I knew that she could never change my heart, she could severely damage it if she sided against me today. And I could never forgive myself if I forced her to side against my people even though that was exactly what I asking her to do.
I felt Casian take my shoulders, forcing me to stand behind him. “You are overly confident,” he spoke to Mr. Rockthorn, authority in his voice as if he addressed someone not his equal. “There was a time when you were a great man, but you let corruption into your soul and your visions for your people are quickly falling away from you as each day passes. Times are changing and you have only just begun to see their effects.” He walked the distance between them. I took his hand and followed beside him. “And if you ever think to disrespect the woman beside me or her mother, I will be more than willing to show you the nature of the beast.” Casian plastered a wolfish smile, showing his teeth, his canines’ shaper than our peoples. “I trust you understand me.”
Mr. Rockthorn looked like he had something caught in his throat, fear perhaps. He took several steps back, shoving an armed guard in front of him for protection. “Shoot them, shoot them now!” he roared at the others in the room. “She is a traitor to her people and he has been sent to destroy us all. Take them down now.”
I pulled Casian away from the guard pushed by Mr. Rockthorn into action. I would have run with him, most precedent in my mind the need to protect myself and Casian. We were unarmed and outnumbered. This time, we couldn’t outwit them.
“Stop,” I heard her voice, loud and carrying throughout the room. Instantly all were still in the room. The guard in front of us, his weapon inches from my face. He lowered it, turning to wait out my mother’s next orders.
“Do you think to usurp my authority in this matter?” Mr. Rockthorn raged as she closed in on us from across the room. Standing in front of Mr. Rockthorn, she looked up at him with a stare that forced him to look away.
“You have bullied your last today, Herbert.” With those words, she punched him in the gut, backhanding him across the face. He went down hard, knocking him out with the fall. “You threaten my daughter and her chosen and I will see you rot in jail for the rest of your sad little life.” To the others she addressed the words. “The threat has been alleviated. Let us return to our normal duties. Someone pick this,” pointing to Mr. Rockthorn on the floor, “up and take him back to his office.” She commanded them with the authority she was born with, “Now go.”
Within minutes we were left alone, only my mother and Zeke stayed behind. I refused to let go of Casian’s hand, as he refused to relinquish mine. My mother eyed us both carefully before turning to Zeke. “You may return as well. Lora is in safe hands.”
He nodded, looking at me before he left. “I didn’t betray you, Lora. Mr. Rockthorn had someone read my thoughts, and he found out how you were going to escape. I’m sorry. Can you forgive me?”
“You’re my best friend in this world, Zeke. If not for you, we would never have been able to reach the borders.” I was leaving them all behind. I felt myself caught up by my emotions again. Biting back the tears I couldn’t let fall I said, “I won’t ever forget you, not ever.”
He smiled, his own eyes misty. Then turned and left. I wondered if I would ever see him again. I hoped the answer was yes.
“You will take care of my child, won’t you young man? I could not bear to have my girl leave me without knowing she is well cared for?” Casian nodded. My mother turned her focus on me “And you, my fierce little protector, will you take care of him and keep him from harm?” I nodded. She nodded her own head in approval, kissing both of our cheeks before stepping away. “Go, seek the future and change the world.” A single tear slipped from her cheek. Then she too turned away and was gone.
Several months later…
I stood upon the face of a mountain, staring down at the only world I had ever known. We had retraced our steps to return here to see the enclosed city that had once been my home.
The vast world within a world, the city where man ruled and where man-made. When man made my world, it had envisioned a land separate and controlled. But it had only been an illusion. On the outside I could see the ruin that I had once believed was our sanctuary.
One day my people would have to know the truth. And one day I would return to them and free them from their own fear. Their world and the world outside it were changing, nothing ever remained the same. Already, a threat was rising. Casian had been the first to find us from the outside, but others would come and those who did would not be as friendly or understanding as he. My people could not hide forever.
“It smells so different out here.” I breathed the air, the forest around us. I couldn’t get enough of it.
“While I appreciate the philosophy of stopping and smelling the roses,” Casian said, holding me to his side as we looked down on the domed city. “Do you have to smell every one of them we pass?”
I poked him in the ribs. “Yes, every one of them,” I answered, holding the flower I had picked, rolling it between my fingers.
“And the grass, how many blades of grass do you think I can stuff in my pocket today? Do you really need them all?” I had found different designs of grasses on our journey, forcing him to put each one in his pocket so I could later examine them.
“At least a dozen more, I need a large quantity if I am to do any kind of adequate testing on them. I think the composition has altered over the years. I’m surprised that the land has turned so fertile again. This world is very good at regeneration; it would be something to see how far it has reached. Other humans must know about this. I have heard that there are man-made communities reaching far into the east and north. We could go there, tell them the land has changed.”
Casian stopped me from continuing, his fingers pressing against my lips to quiet me. “You are your mother’s daughter after all. Your Nani would be very proud of you.” Then he kissed me and our world’s converged. The world of man and the world of nature had found each other, both of our world’s changing forever. I had leapt from the comfort of everything I had once known, praying someone would catch my fall. It had been Casian who saved me. No. We had saved each other and we would set out now to save both of our worlds. Our life’s journey had just begun.
####
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