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Dennis always knew he would become a police officer. Six generations of McMillan’s set the family trade firmly in law enforcement. Dennis felt like it was a trade, or business, rather than a government department. When he received bonuses for how many tickets he wrote in a month, the job stopped looking like a peacekeeping force and started looking more like a government-sanctioned parasite that existed to harass the very citizens who paid its wages.
He was grateful for his employment though, especially with the unemployment rate sky rocketing all over the country. Ever since the short, televised broadcast where a girl claiming to be an alien aired on every television network in the world, investors were holding on to their money more tightly. It did not matter that the government reported the incident as a terrorist attack orchestrated to create chaos by Muslim extremists. Everyone knew the government lied about everything and that there must be some truth to what the alien girl with the strange eyes said. After all, where would terrorists come up with the ability to take over every broadcasting station in the world and in every language?
The internet crashed the same day, which the FBI also blamed on Muslim extremists who were working in unison with the other terrorists. A week later, the internet was barely functioning. All of the video sharing sites were mysteriously offline because they were ‘vulnerable’ to the cyber terrorists and were the reason the terrorists were able to shut the internet down in the first place. All of the social networking sites had collapsed from viruses. None of the IT security experts could develop a patch to protect the internet hosting servers from the quickly-mutating virus that was as close to an artificially intelligent program as Wall Street’s financial forecasting computer.
Even with the internet locked down, the video of the interview with the alien girl managed to get widespread circulation. People who recorded the original broadcast copied it to their phones and flash drives. They shared the video with family and friends via Bluetooth, since the cell services were also not allowing texts or emails with any kind of attachments.
The world had a strange, expectant silence, as if everyone was holding their breath. He thought crime would increase with the chaos following the broadcast, but it caused the exact opposite. The street brawlers and gangs almost disappeared. Everyone in the city of Rochester felt a need to be with their families, instead of on the streets. All of the religions were in overdrive, claiming the signs of the times were confirming these were indeed the last days. It had been less than a year since the first supposed meteorite exploded in the atmosphere, turning night into day, an occurrence astronomers claimed only happened once in a decade. Now, it was almost a nightly occurrence to see the sky turn white from what experts were still claiming was an unexpected, massive meteor shower. Most of the religions claimed a battle between demons and angels was raging in the heavens.
He pulled his patrol car up to Tim Horton’s Donuts on Fairport Road. He knew people loved to associate cops with donuts, so he always made sure to give the stereotype some credence. He was pretty sure he could survive the collapse of civilization if he still had the ability to get coffee and donuts. He was convinced donuts were the original manna from heaven that rained down on the Hebrews in the bible, though he was not sure he believed in the bible.
After getting his usual jelly-filled donut and cup of coffee, he sat down at a small table, which they obviously made uncomfortable on purpose so customers would not stay long. Aside from traffic violations, his police radio had been silent all morning.
He watched the empty streets in a bemused state, enjoying the lack of real work he was required to do. The only thing moving were the birds in the sky. There did seem to be a lot more of them than usual today. He squinted at a cloud of dots just barely visible. Usually flocks did not fly so high; at least, he did not think so. They were growing larger too quickly to be birds and they were the wrong shape. He dropped what was left of his jelly donut and walked out the door for a closer look. The cloud of dots was now close enough for him to be sure it was not a flock of birds. They were definitely disc-shaped. There were at least a thousand of them descending toward Rochester. The police radio finally started making noise and the dispatcher reported their phone lines were jammed from the amount of people reporting hundreds of unidentified objects flying around the city. The few people driving down the road quickly pulled over to get out and gawk at the shiny silver discs hovering a few thousand feet above the city. He could not be sure of their size. They did not look much bigger than ordinary jets.
He should have been terrified. After all of the explosions in the atmosphere at night, it was obvious there was some kind of war going on. The only emotion he felt was curiosity. It was almost as if he had been waiting all of his life for this moment to happen. He glanced back into the donut shop to see if the clerk had seen what was happening yet. He had not. He was staring with terrified fascination at the television mounted to the wall that usually only played the news or sports. He walked back into the donut shop to see what the news had to say about these discs.
Rather than seeing the Channel 2 news anchor he expected, there was a young woman with green eyes and long blonde hair. There seemed to be an aura about her, which made him feel like she was more complete than humans. She was a lot more beautiful than the normal news anchor, too.
“Right now our drones are patrolling every city on your world to prevent crime,” the woman said in a pleasant voice. “If you cannot cohabitate peacefully with the other races on your world, we will relocate you. We have prepared several worlds where nuclear technology cannot be created. We have already begun relocating the members of the shadow government who have kept your world in a state of perpetual ignorance. Please do not shoot your weapons at our drones because the ricocheted bullets may inadvertently harm another person. We will broadcast information every day at noon on all of your television and radio frequencies. From now on, we will make sure everyone on this world receives the food, water, shelter and medical attention they need. Several thousand Zeran healers will visit the hospitals around your world to cure the sick among you. You will need to change the way your society functions. We will speak with your current leaders to try to facilitate these changes through normal government channels. We are a peaceful race and we hope to help you become a peaceful race that is one with your world as well. I will speak to you again tomorrow at noon.”
“Can I get a dozen of those jelly donuts to go?” He asked the stunned clerk.
Celdic liked to think things through thoroughly. He studied his room carefully before sitting up in bed. He sat still and looked for any sign that someone had tampered with his clothes. When he was satisfied his room was safe, he climbed out of bed and dressed. He wore the same soft, thick pants everyone in Tenral wore. Tenral was completely self-sufficient, and had no trade with the outside world, so there was not a lot of variety in the apparel industry. The gray shirt was made from a durable, soft cloth the Gardeners harvested from a poisonous spiky tree in the Rajan Gardens. The Gardeners made the sturdy, brown boots from a rubber plant much less dangerous to harvest.
Celdic was an ordinary looking young man. His blue gray eyes were as unremarkable as his sandy brown hair. The fact his easily forgettable face had hair on it and that he had to shave regularly was one of the more amusing topics in the mountain city.
At twenty-five years old, he had been sprouting facial hair for a long enough time that it was not a constant thorn in his side. His classmates only called him “the monkey man” until they saw him on the combat field. While his inability to use yar was an additional handicap his peers made the more obvious by their omission of mentioning anything about it, he was still the most talented student on the combat field. There were not very many students who mentioned monkeys, or any other related primates within range of his hearing. They thought his mother, Elinor, came from one of the wild human cities down on the plains, where humans constantly tried to kill each other for some reason nobody understood. She had an amazing talent for finding the most unpleasant tasks for him when he tried to get more information about her homeland.
He shook both of his boots carefully before searching the insides with his hand. Once he was satisfied no unwanted occupants awaited his foot, he put on the resilient boots and walked up to his door. He touched the handle experimentally, then grasped it and turned it slowly when nothing happened. He carefully opened the door, looking up to the ceiling as he did so. The hallway was empty. Something was obviously wrong. Getting from his bed to the kitchen in the morning was rarely uneventful. He slowly moved down the hallway, his nerves winding tighter as he moved closer to the kitchen without incident. He could see his father in the kitchen cooking some breakfast. Celdic was in the safe zone now.
“Boo!” Chale jumped out from behind the wall in the kitchen to land in front of him. Her boo was far too loud to be the result of her natural voice box. After his feet hit the ground again, he stormed past his sister to his usual seat at the kitchen table. His heart was pounding so hard he could actually feel a vein throbbing on his forehead. The gales of laughter assaulting his hears were somehow worse than the boo, even though the laughter lacked her yar's amplification of the sound. How could she still send him shooting to the roof in shock after all of these years?
Chale had what her father liked to call a healthy sense of humor. Her mother called it an abominably ludicrous, extremely overdeveloped sense of humor, which years of threatening, cajoling and begging had failed to refine. If anything, her jokes became worse with her increasing age, especially as she learned how to control her yar more powerfully. She made it her personal mission to ensure he received enough shocks to guarantee he lost hair somewhere.
Chale had one of those faces that made people automatically assume she was innocent and incapable of sinister deeds. At twenty-four years old, and despite her two-inch advantage on his own six feet, she could have passed for ten years younger. Her large eyes were a brilliant green, like her mother’s. She had the perfect lips for a trembling pout that would make the mere suggestion of doing something wrong set them to quivering. She had a fragile appearance that always made people want to protect her. It was not until she got to the combat field that people could see just how savage she really was. That was also the only place he ever got some of his own back at her.
When Chale finally recovered from her fit of mirth, she walked back into the room and sat across from him. She was wearing a slightly more feminine version of the same clothing he wore. He was not sure how she managed to fill out the front of her obviously female shirt and still look like a teenager, but she did. She had inherited her blonde hair and otherwise hairless body from their father, along with the ability to use yar.
“Good morning, Celdic,” his father, Denrik, said with a smile as he cut up some fruit from their lush garden behind the house. He had the same mischievous look in his blue eyes Chale possessed, but his sense of humor was more mature. Denrik worked for the Department of Agriculture. They were in charge of harvesting the Rajan Gardens where especially skilled gardeners entered the dangerous, and sometimes lethal, dense foliage. Denrik had never shown much interest in his work, unlike his wife. His children were his life, and he spent all of his free time making himself a part of their schoolwork and training. Like all of the other people in Tenral, he was hairless, aside from the hair on his head. It had been an extremely amusing moment for his mother when she was the one who had to show Celdic how to shave when he began sprouting hair on his face. Denrik thought something was wrong with his son and was on the verge of taking him to the healers before Elinor intercepted the two of them. Denrik took the oddity in stride and always referred to how much better he would be with a blade, with all of the practice of shaving every day.
“We’ll see,” he muttered, looking at Chale sourly.
Denrik caught his look and a grin broke out on his face before he could restrain it. He hurriedly changed his features to a reproachful look. “That was a very cruel thing of your sister to do.”
Celdic gave him a level look. His mother, Elinor, entered the kitchen and saw his disgruntled scowl. “What’s wrong with you?”
There were not very many women with jet-black hair in the mountain city of Tenral. His mother’s green eyes were another oddity among the mountain people. She was the youngest member of the Elder’s council. She spent her days hearing complaints and disputes from the citizens of Tenral and making judgments with the other Elders.
“I was just ruminating on how pleasant it would be to get to the kitchen unscathed for once in my life,” he said with another glare at Chale.
His mother shook her head with a sigh. “Sometimes I think she will never grow up.”
“There is nothing wrong with staying young forever,” Denrik defended his daughter.
“You would certainly be the authority on that,” his mother said pointedly.
His father shrugged. “We can’t all be serious, or all the important people would start to take themselves too seriously.”
They quickly ate their breakfast and bid their parents goodbye as they began their short journey to school. The street outside was made of hardened achnetic, with a wide sidewalk on either side. Lampposts spaced throughout the streets shone brightly with the nightbright algae from the Rajan Gardens. The sidewalks were already filling with people making their way to school or work. Hover carts filled the road, the main medium for transporting goods throughout the city. Several centuries ago, the Rajan Gardeners discovered a plant they called melanetic that emanated a slight magnetic field. After several years of experimenting and crossbreeding the magnetic plant with some of the other strange plants in the Rajan Gardens, the Gardeners enhanced the plant’s magnetic field to a much greater strength. The final hybrid of melanetic was a crossbreed with achnis trees, the same bamboo-like trees they used to build their homes. When achnis trees died, they petrified into a substance much harder than diamonds. The new hybrid plant, achnetic, resulted in an extremely hard magnetic material. During the first year of their growth, they shaped the plants into the desired road design. In their second year, they let the plants die, resulting in a magnetic road of hard, glassy material. They made the hover carts from the same plants, except their polarity was reversed so they were repelled from the surface of the road. They hovered about an inch above the pavement, with almost no friction. Most of the technology in the city of Tenral originated from the Rajan Gardens.
Two-story houses dotted either side of the street, sharing the same design as the surrounding structures. This was one of the residential districts of the mountain city of Tenral, home to just over a hundred thousand people.
His chest tightened as they drew closer to the corner where they met their friends. Lendel, and his sister Li, had been friends with him and his sister since they were barely able to walk. He had grown increasingly nervous around Li as she matured, and he found it difficult to find a safe place for his eyes to rest, usually settling for the ground or some distant object. It did not make any sense. He had known her all of his life. It was not too long ago he and Lendel tried to lose their sisters because they did not want their feminine company. Now he leapt for any chance to be around Li, even though he spent most of his time tripping over himself.
If that were all, he would have been happy with the situation. Unfortunately, Chale found his newfound interest in her closest friend extremely amusing and went to great lengths to embarrass him. Questions about whether he thought her breasts were bigger than Li’s were usually followed with a suggestion that Li show him so he could better gauge the size. Fortunately, Li was almost as embarrassed as he was, though she contained it much better. She even played along with Chale sometimes.
“What do you think Li is wearing today?” Chale asked on cue.
“The same thing she always wears, just like you,” he replied acidly, plucking at his uniform which all students wore.
“I meant under her uniform,” Chale said archly. She laughed as his ears burned bright red.
It was not really fair. Chale was Lendel’s link, her partner for the rest of their lives. He could never embarrass her using the same tactics. If he told Lendel that Chale had a habit of talking in her sleep and his name was the most common word, she would just agree and start elaborating on some of her fantasies about Lendel right in front of him. His only form of vengeance was giving her a sound thumping on the combat field. She usually turned that on him anyway, explaining to Li that she would not want to use her greater height as an advantage against him.
Li and Lendel stood on the corner of the street and argued playfully while they waited. Li was at least ten inches shorter than he was, with chest-length, straight brown hair cascading over her shoulders in silky waves. Her face was fox-like, with a quick intelligence and mysterious smile that made her absolutely intoxicating. Her dark-brown, almost-black eyes were hypnotic in their seemingly bottomless depths. Her full-lipped smile always made his knees weak and started his tongue to stuttering.
Lendel was a half a foot taller than Celdic, easily dwarfing all of the other students at the school. His blond hair barely brushed his broad shoulders. His light-brown eyes had an open, friendly look that made people comfortable approaching him.
“What are you two arguing about?” Chale asked curiously.
“I tried pulling out the argument I had with Celdic a couple weeks ago.” Lendel grinned at him. “He seems to think a good offense can never be a good defense because it stops being a defense the moment it turns into an offense.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Chale protested, looking at him quizzically. “I’ve heard you use the term before.”
He rolled his eyes. “Lendel asked me if a good offense was a good defense, so of course I argued against it. It’s a matter of principle. I don’t agree with anything Lendel says.”
Chale mulled it over for a moment, pursing her lips. “Oh. I suppose I can understand that.”
“Yes,” Li agreed with a straight face. “Perfectly understandable.”
The four of them continued walking down to the end of the street, where the residential quarter gave way to the enormous educational grounds. There were over a hundred large building complexes throughout the school. Rather than building schools throughout the city, the original architect designed the school to sit at the center of the city, with the residential district surrounding it. Many people criticized the lack of foresight for growth adjustment, but the original architect said that if the school ran out of room, they needed a disaster for some population control, because humans were not meant to breed like rabbits.
Their sisters split off from them to go to their Rajan Compounds class. He waved occasionally to some of the acquaintances he had made over the years as they walked toward their classroom. They had Defensive Training for their first class, taught by Selindria. They hurried into the room to get the closest seats to the back so there would be a buffer between Selindria and her favorite victims. He and Lendel were the best students at hand-to-hand combat and Selindria liked to pick on them to keep them humble.
A few minutes of chatter ensued throughout class before Selindria entered the room from her office.
Selindria glided into her classroom with a quick scan of her eyes that missed nothing. She was the only person taller than Lendel at the school, standing at just over six-and-a-half feet. She kept her waist-length, black hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her eyes always took new students by surprise. She had elliptical-shaped pupils, rather than round pupils. Her lavender-colored irises were just as odd; she was the only one in the city with eyes that color. Her face was inhuman in its perfection and most of the newer students would catch themselves staring in awe throughout their first month. Despite her awe-inspiring radiance, Selindria had never found her link and showed no interest in secondary relationships. Part of the reason was because she was older than everyone in Tenral. She was a Zeran and they lived up to a thousand years.
“Welcome back, class,” Selindria greeted her students brusquely. “I need a couple of volunteers for the lesson today.”
They both tried to slide lower in their seats as Selindria stared at them pointedly, though in Lendel’s case he still stood a full head above the girl in front of him. As the seconds stretched out and nobody raised their hands, a small smile flickered across Selindria’s face. Everyone knew volunteers in her class had a strange habit of ending up in the medical recovery ward. He and Lendel were the only students never to end up in the medical ward. She seemed to be doing her best to ensure they had the experience before they left the school.
“If no one is going to volunteer, I will just have to pick some of you at random,” Selindria continued, staring at the two of them. The other students sighed in relief. They knew whom she was going to pick on.
“I only need two,” Selindria said, thoughtfully tapping her curved lips. “I would hate to take the chance of splitting up Lendel or Celdic, so why don’t you two just come up here.”
The two of them stumbled over each other assuring her they did not mind being split up, but both of them knew it was useless.
“Such loyalty between the two of you,” Selindria chided lightly. “Don’t worry. The only thing to fear is fear itself.’”
He and Lendel wore mirror expressions of reluctance as they slowly made their way to the front of the class. They knew she would make fearing fear more than a popular maxim.
She directed the two of them to sit in the demonstration seats at the front of the class and face the other students. He could see the grins of anticipation on some of the students as they waited to see what manner of torture he and Lendel would endure today. He swallowed nervously, wondering what Selindria was going to do to them. There was never a calendar of events in Selindria’s classes. She liked to keep the lessons secret until the moment she taught them. She went to great lengths to teach them randomly, so previous-year students could not warn the younger students when she taught her sometimes-painful lessons. The older students loved to embellish on what actually did happen during her classes though, and most new students looked forward to her classes with trepidation.
“You will learn a new evasive defense technique today.” Selindria walked over to her desk and inserted some small plugs into her ears. “This will come in useful if you ever find yourself at odds with more people than you can physically handle and need a diversion to escape.”
“What are the earplugs for?” Celdic asked nervously.
Selindria grinned widely, showing her perfect teeth. “The better to hear you with, of course.”
He swallowed, wondering how earplugs were going to help her hear better. Before he could follow up with more questions, he felt a growing sense of unease. He could not feel things with his yar, like everyone else, so he had no idea what was going on. Lendel could feel things with his yar, but it was clear from his expression he was just as clueless. The strange feeling quickly amplified into an uneasy vibration too low for human ears. As the vibration intensified, he felt an instinctive panic take control of him. He looked around wildly, trying to find the source of imminent danger he knew must be near. He lost his memory of where he was and operated almost entirely on instinct. He was too petrified to move and at the same time, he knew he had to get away before something terrible happened. Lendel froze in place as well, with a rictus of fear outlining his normally genial face. The watching students were grinning appreciatively at the two most talented fighters, savoring the looks of outright terror.
The walls began to hum as she intensified the discord and he felt something break inside his chest. It felt like a small sun erupting within him. The fear immediately evaporated, leaving him clear-headed and euphoric as energy filled his veins like liquid gold. A second later, the walls stopped humming as she hurriedly pulled in her yar, ending the discordant vibration and staring at him in shock. A moment later, she recovered, smiling as if nothing unusual had happened. The small sun in his chest slowly died out, though his face still glowed with a residue of the euphoria he felt.
Lendel let out a breath explosively. “Can I go to the recovery ward now?”
Selindria walked past her desk and picked up a small kala fruit. Turning, she threw it at Lendel with terrific speed. He snagged it out of the air just before it hit his face, staring at her in shock.
“Your reflexes are still working, so I would say that you are fine,” she said pleasantly. “You and Celdic can go back to your seats now.”
Her eyes momentarily hovered on him as he moved past her to his seat. He was lost in thought, wondering if he had just found his yar. From everything he learned about yar, it did not feel like that. In his early school years, his teachers tried to help him learn to feel his yar, using various methods from meditation to some of the more bizarre concoctions from the Rajan Gardens. It all came to a stop when Kidel, his teacher for Yar Basics, gave him a drink of something he prepared from Rajan plants. Celdic had felt the same burning feeling in his chest, followed by a loud detonation that instantly killed his teacher, knocked the entire school unconscious for hours and caused headaches throughout the city for over a week.
“Can anyone tell me what just happened?” Selindria asked her class, turning to look at them with one eyebrow raised above her strange eyes.
A hand shot up at the front of the class. Selindria nodded. “Go ahead, Andaya.”
Andaya cleared her throat. "You used an evasive defense tactic called Intimidation, which uses yar to create elements of confusion, doubt, fear and other emotions to put the opponent off-balance. It can cause temporary paralysis by keeping the opponents too worked-up in their own emotions to compete competently against you. This form of blindness opens a perfect window for escape.” She finished with a satisfied smile on her face. She was always the first student to raise her hand to questions and almost never answered wrong.
“Very good, Andaya,” she told her with a brief smile. “That is the textbook version of what you just saw. Using yar to enhance the intensity of the existing sound waves at the lower end of the spectrum, beyond what humans can hear, I created an instinctive reaction in Celdic and Lendel. Their bodies had no choice in how they reacted once their instincts took over.”
“So we were scared of a bunch of sound?” Lendel asked sourly. “How can sound frighten a person?”
She nodded. “Excellent question. Since you live here in the mountains, you are all familiar with the extreme thunderstorms that arrive in the spring. What do you feel when you are outside and the thunder cracks within a few feet of you?”
“Shock,” Lendel replied, still soured from his earlier scare. “But that’s just because I’m worried lightning is going to hit me.”
“So you jump from a sudden thunderclap because you know it means lightening?” She questioned, her eyebrow rising higher still.
Lendel blushed. “Well I jump, because the sound surprises me at first, then I begin to worry about the lightening.”
She smiled with satisfaction. “Just think of the sound you heard earlier as a continuous thunderclap. You could no more restrain your instinctive fear from overpowering you than you could prevent yourself from flinching at a sudden thunderclap. The trick to controlling sound is to find existing waves with yar and then guide them into larger wavelengths. Creating new sound waves with yar will exhaust you, but existing wavelengths already have a constant momentum and they are very malleable. The hard part is learning to recognize what a sound wave feels like.” She smiled, looking at Lendel with a twinkle in her eyes, “Of course, we have to start with really large sound waves for you to learn to identify them at first.” She deliberately pushed her earplugs deeper into their cavities.
Celdic and Lendel left Selindria’s class shaken, their movements mechanical as they walked to their math class. Selindria had not exaggerated when she told them the sound waves would have to be extremely large for the students to be able to detect them with their Yar. Celdic felt like a sheet flapping in a hurricane as Selindria maintained a sustained sound wave that set every object in the class room vibrating hard enough to bring the building down, had it not been reinforced for just such demonstrations.
“I don’t know why you would ever use Intimidation as a defensive tactic,” Lendel half shouted to Celdic, causing all of the other students crowding the halls to stare. “That much noise would overwhelm a whole crowd.”
Celdic nodded distantly, still thinking of the strange phenomenon that occurred when Selindria used the intimidation technique on him. Could it have been yar he felt? Lendel always told him it was just a sixth sense that made it possible to feel the environment around you. Depending on the person, the radius of sensation varied from a few inches to as far as twenty feet. Selindria could reach further than any other person in Tenral, sensing her environment for up to a thousand feet.
Learning to use your yar to affect your environment was much more difficult than sensing it. Celdic’s mother told him it was like trying to open the curtains by blowing on them. Most people could not affect physical elements with their yar very strongly, but learning to affect less substantial substances, such as sound waves, gases or the yar of plants and other inanimate objects, was a skill everyone in the city of Tenral learned before leaving the school. The healers were usually people very strong in their yar, enabling them to mend bones and repair arteries without cutting into people.
“You aren’t damaged, are you?” Lendel asked, only half serious. “You seem a little more dense than usual.”
Celdic shook off his reverie and looked at Lendel. “Did you notice anything odd about me when Selindria first began the intimidation?”
Lendel began patting down the pockets of his black jacket. “I think I have a list in one of my pockets here somewhere.”
“Ha ha,” Celdic said humorlessly. “I’m serious, Lendel. Something weird happened to me right before she stopped.”
“Are you sure it wasn’t just a result of being shaken to pieces by supersonic, subterranean thunderclaps under your feet?” Lendel asked, obviously still quite unhappy about being put on display in front of the class.
“No, it was definitely not just panic,” Celdic insisted, reaching for the door of their math class. “As soon as it happened, I stopped panicking.”
“And not a moment too soon,” said the voice of Dekel, their mathematics teacher. He was a short, balding man with a constant tic in his left eye. “I have always said panic is the worst companion for a test.”
Celdic groaned inwardly. With all of the excitement from Selindria’s class, Celdic forgot about his dreaded math test. Math was by far his worst subject. Basic addition and multiplication were no problem, but when they began asking for variables and using the word “squared”, Celdic started looking for an excuse to leave.
Celdic sat down at his assigned desk on the opposite side of the room from Lendel. Dekel was a sly little man, telling his new students they could sit wherever they wanted for the first week of class. After that, he assigned the seating. Little did the new students know he was observing them to see which pairs would be the most disruptive. At the end of the week, he assigned them to opposite ends of the class room. Celdic was stuck sitting behind one of the know-it-alls, Andaya, from his previous class. She always made a special point to huddle over her paper as she took the test, as if she were afraid Celdic might try to peek. Celdic had been tempted to try, just to see what she would do, but their teacher had an uncanny knack for knowing when mischief was in the works and would invariably look up anytime Celdic started craning his neck.
Celdic tapped his feet nervously, until a sharp look from Dekel silenced him. The test on Celdic’s desk stared back at him blankly. Five minutes later and his test was still staring back at him blankly as Celdic tried to remember all of the answers to the projects they had done throughout the month. What is the percentage of time a person sleeps in their lifetime? Celdic vaguely remembered the project this question stemmed from, where each student collected statistics throughout the city on the approximate sleeping time of each individual. Unfortunately, Celdic could not remember what the end result of the project was. As the clock continued ticking, Celdic hurriedly chose the choice that said eighteen percent. All of the other choices were over thirty percent and Celdic was pretty sure people did not spend thirty percent of their life sleeping.
Before Celdic could begin agonizing over the second question on the test, the door opened. One of the school administrators entered the room and walked over to whisper in Dekel’s ear. Dekel’s eyes widened slightly and the tic in his left eye began to spasm wildly.
When the administrator left, Dekel cleared his throat. “There has been a small change of plans. I’m postponing the test until tomorrow. School will end early today, so I will see you all tomorrow morning.”
A stunned silence met this announcement. As far as Celdic knew, school had never been cancelled. After a few seconds of shocked silence, questions began popping up all around the room. Dekel ignored them, gathering his hat and jacket before leaving the room.
Celdic could hear the volume from the halls outside, evidence that the rest of the school had also been told. Celdic slowly stood up, walking past a disgruntled Andaya as she hurriedly flipped over her mostly-completed test and squinted at him suspiciously. Lendel was grinning when Celdic arrived at his desk.
“You seem to be in shock,” he said in a drawl, still speaking loudly to compensate for the abuse his ears had taken in Selindria’s class. “Do you think he will rewrite the test, now that we can discuss the answers?”
Celdic frowned. “I hope not. Do you think he has time?”
“He might lose some sleep, but his left eye wouldn’t notice anyway,” Lendel said with a short laugh.
“So now what?” Celdic asked, looking at the congested hallway.
“Let’s go find the women,” Lendel suggested. “I miss Chale and I dare say you would like to ogle my sister some more.”
Celdic blushed bright red, punching Lendel in the arm. “That is a very offensive term.”
“You’re a pretty offensive person,” Lendel said with a shrug, “and I’m not just talking about your smell.”
“Blah, blah, blah,” Celdic retorted, wishing he had a better insult to offer. Unfortunately, the moment his mind began thinking of Li his thoughts scattered like a flock of geese under siege from a storm of raining hippos. He followed Lendel out of the classroom into the crowded hall, a tight knot in his gut as they began their search for their sisters. It was still another two hours until lunch time, leaving them most of the day to do whatever they wanted.
Chale and Li were waiting for them just outside the building entrance, talking animatedly to each other. Celdic had about five seconds to study Li before they were noticed. Her long, dark brown hair caught the morning light, causing it to sparkle and shine as it rippled across her shoulders. Her gray uniform molded itself tightly to her body, defining her curves in great detail. The standard school uniforms did not look like the same on the other girls and Celdic was not sure if Li had somehow modified hers without getting in trouble or if the design had just coincidentally matched her form perfectly.
A loud snigger from Lendel warned Celdic his five seconds of anonymity were over. He quickly raised his eyes to Li’s face to see her dark, brown eyes gazing at him with a small, knowing smile. Before Celdic had time to be embarrassed, Chale rescued him, though certainly not for his sake.
“Hey guys,” Chale said excitedly as she walked over to meet them, standing over Celdic with her two inches of extra height. “We learned how to sense people’s resonance today!”
Celdic just grunted without much interest. Unable to use his yar, he would never be able to sense other people’s resonance. All physical matter was occupied by less finite spiritual matter inside and the merging of the two bodies caused a unique resonance that could be detected by people’s yar. People from the same family always had strong similarities in their resonance, making it easy to identify siblings and parents.
Lendel, who had already learned to sense people’s resonance the previous year, suddenly looked wary. “Really? I never did get the knack for that.”
Celdic and Li both looked at Lendel curiously. They both knew he could sense people’s resonance as well as the next person. Chale failed to notice Lendel’s strange behavior, nodding at him with commiseration. “Our teacher, Rineah, said some people have difficulty learning to sense resonance.” While she was talking, Celdic could tell she was also using her yar to test her new-found skill. Her face always stilled and her expression became slightly fixed when she was reaching out with her yar. After a moment, a smile broke out over her innocent-looking features.
“That is really neat!” Chale said delightedly. “I can easily tell Lendel and Li are closely related, while Celdic feels completely different from you two.”
“We should make a day trip to the Altar of Guardia,” Lendel suggested desperately. “We have the whole day to ourselves and you said you always wanted to go.”
Chale frowned at Lendel, finally noticing he was acting slightly odder than usual. “Okay,” Chale replied with a look of sympathy on her face. “And I can help you learn to sense Celdic’s and mine’s resonance on the way.”
Lendel’s expression looked slightly sick. “Er, sure.”
Li was staring at Chale and Celdic in shock. Celdic realized she had been sensing their resonance. Before she could open her mouth, Lendel started herding them towards the entrance to the city. “We have the whole day, not two days,” Lendel said pointedly. “It still takes another three hours to get there.”
As they walked through the practice grounds, Chale began telling Lendel all of the steps he needed to go through that would help him sense her resonance. Li fell in beside Celdic, who was too puzzled by Lendel’s behavior to get properly tongue-tied. She slowed down slightly, holding Celdic’s elbow lightly to allow Lendel and Chale to widen the distance between them.
“All right,” Celdic said. “Stun me. What were you gawking at and why is Lendel lying through his teeth?”
Li stared up at Lendel’s back with a puzzled crease in her brow. “I don’t know why Lendel didn’t tell you, if he already knew.”
“Knew what?” Celdic demanded with a pleading note in his voice.
Li took a deep breath, causing Celdic to recall how close he was to her. “You and Chale are not related to each other. As far as your resonance is concerned, you are about as unrelated as it is possible to get.”
Celdic’s sudden laugh even startled himself, causing Lendel and Chale to pause and glance back at them before returning to their tutorial.
“Is that all?” Celdic asked and laughed again. “I am sure it is just inaccurate or the result of one of those Rajan compounds from childhood morphing our yar. There is also the fact that our mother isn’t from Tenral. We almost split my parents in half, with me resembling our mother and Chale resembling our father. The only thing Chale got from my mother was her eyes.”
Li peered at Celdic skeptically, but kept her thoughts to herself.
“Besides,” Celdic continued reasonably, “if we weren’t related, why would our parents keep something like that a secret? We would be the only ones they could hide it from, since everyone else in this city would be able to recognize the difference in our resonance.”
Li shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe there is a logical explanation.”
“How long do you think it will take Chale to notice?” Celdic asked Li, enjoying her proximity.
“She might not notice,” Li said. “I didn’t even think of trying to sense my own resonance, until I noticed how different the two of you were.”
The four of them were entering the residential district of the city, where the nightbright algae in the lamp posts had finally settled into their recharge cycle, harnessing energy from the sunlight. The streets were unusually busy, with members of every class walking along the sidewalks. The traffic increased as they moved into the production district, where large warehouses sprawled for acres on either side of the street. The streets were usually relatively empty until lunch hour, prompting Celdic to wonder if work had been cancelled for everyone as well. The question was answered for him when they reached the city gates and saw a long line of gardeners entering through the wide, iron-bound gates.
“I’m starting to become intrigued,” Chale said, staring at the group of gardeners with interest. “They must have sent the Gardeners home.”
When they tried to exit the gates, a Guardian, rather than one of the normal sentries, stepped forward and barred their way. Celdic recognized Jalorm. He was about six years older than Celdic, and had been the best student in hand-to-hand combat the school had seen in years. He had been accepted as a Guardian after serving sentry duty at the wall for a year and he was now moving through the officers’ ranks swiftly. He stood level with Celdic. He had light brown eyes and shoulder-length brown hair. He watched them approach with a slight smile on his face and Celdic realized he was admiring Li and Chale. Celdic wasn’t normally the jealous type, but something about Jalorm’s knowledgeable smile made Celdic step slightly in front of Li to confront him. Jalorm had not found his link yet, which made any other un-linked person open game. Without the ability to use yar Celdic had no resonance, so he could not be sure if Li was his link. Lendel had told him Li’s resonance was almost completely opposite from Celdic’s parents, which meant it was very possible that she was his true opposite.
“Sorry kids, no one is leaving today,” Jalorm said condescendingly, as if he had not been a student a mere three years previous.
“That’s all right Sergeant Shorty,” Lendel said pleasantly, looking down on Jalorm from his extra half of a foot, “We just came to make sure Tenral’s finest were still holding up the wall.”
Jalorm’s smile flickered with annoyance. “That’s Captain Jalorm, kid. When your time comes to serve at the wall, I will personally make sure you learn how to say it properly.”
“Come on, Lendel,” Chale said with a smirk. “Let’s leave Captain Shorty to his important work.”
The four of them left, with Jalorm glaring at their backs. Celdic had always wanted to be a Guardian. He hoped Jalorm moved on to a different career by the time Celdic finished school.
“So much for the Alter of Guardia,” Li said with a sigh, absently brushing her hair over her shoulder. “I have always wanted to see if it really does hum the closer you are to it. Now what are we going to do?”
“Go to the Alter of Guardia.” Chale smiled, looking surprised Li had to ask.
Celdic groaned. Chale was an expert at finding ways to get them in trouble. If a sign read "Do Not Walk on the Grass," Chale would sneak back at night and change the sign to read "Please Walk on the Grass."
“How did you plan on getting past the Guardians?” Li asked with a raised eyebrow. “I hope you don’t plan on drugging them again, because if they ever find out it was us, we won’t live to see graduation.”
Chale waved the warning away. “I have a better idea this time. I’ve wanted to try it for a while anyway to see if it always goes to the same place.”
“Would you care to enlighten the rest of us?” Celdic asked, already dreading the answer.
“You’ll see,” she said with a mysterious smile that left the rest of them frowning at each other doubtfully.
Chale led them through the business district and into the city office district. Celdic seldom visited this part of the city, even though his mother worked at the Citadel. The cobblestone streets narrowed and the buildings became more polished and elegant, giving it the appearance of a cleaner environment than the more utilitarian buildings in the business districts. They received some odd looks from many of the people they passed as they moved deeper into the city office district. A number of people gave them wide berth, anticipating a school project or survey that would take up their time.
Chale turned at the next intersection and Celdic saw that she was leading them to the Guardian’s council office at the end of the street by the city wall. She slowed down when they were a couple hundred feet away, rummaging in her pockets for several seconds before pulling out a small vial of liquid.
“What is that?” Celdic asked nervously.
“Just a little fireliar,” Chale replied innocently.
“What are you going to do with it?” Lendel asked, nervously looking around at the few citizens walking the streets in this quarter.
“I thought I might start a small fire on the front of the Guardian’s council building,” Chale said brightly. “You know, lighten it up a little bit.”
“We are going to be in so much trouble,” Celdic said with a moan. “They will never let me join the Guardians after this.”
“Do I ever get caught?” Chale demanded in an injured tone.
“No, just your accomplices,” Celdic said in a low growl, trying to think of a way to talk her out of ruining his career of choice.
“Well it’s not my fault you can’t be a little sneakier,” Chale retorted. “Now just do exactly as I say and everything will be fine.”
“Chale, are you sure?” Li asked hesitantly.
“Oh, not you too!” Chale said, giving Li a glowering look. “You were the one who wanted to see the Alter of Guardia. Now go pour this on the side of the building right there.” Chale pointed to the side that was perpendicular to the wall. “Just walk past and tip it over on that support column. There is a Guardian hiding behind a cloth woven from achel near the wall, so keep what you are doing hidden from him.”
Achel was made from the achelnise plant that had been discovered in the Rajan Gardens. The plant was a predator, bending light so it was invisible to the naked eye. Unwary creatures would wander into its branches where small thorns protruded that had a paralyzing resin coating the tip. The unfortunate creature would remain motionless until a mole-like creature called a trenchrat arrived to feast on the victim. The trenchrat had special nutrients in it’s saliva that nourished the achelnise plant. The gardeners harvested the plant to make stealth clothing and fabric for the Guardians.
“How did you know that was there?” Celdic asked curiously.
“There is another cloth hanging on the wall next to him. That is the reason he is there.”
“I don’t understand,” Lendel said slowly. “What is he watching that is so important?”
“You’ll see,” Chale repeated with a small smile.
Li walked past the place Chale had pointed at and discreetly poured the vial’s contents onto the side of the building. Fireliar was another compound discovered in the Rajan Gardens. There were small bogs in some areas that burned with fire constantly. Most creatures left the small plants that grew in these bogs alone, fearing the fire that burned around them. The gardeners had discovered the fire had no real heat. Somehow the liquid that fed the flames created a cancelling effect on the oxygen that fire fed on, making the fire harmless to touch. It was used in highly-flammable areas because there was no risk of it spreading.
After Li returned, Chale turned to look at Lendel expectantly. “Go ahead and ignite it.”
“Why don’t you do it?” Lendel asked suspiciously.
Chale looked at Lendel with a heartbroken look. “Don’t you love me anymore?”
“Not that much,” Lendel replied with a grin.
“Oh just light the stupid thing, Lendel,” Chale snapped impatiently. “That Guardian is going to get curious soon.”
Lendel sighed, glancing at Celdic apologetically. A moment later, flames erupted on the side of the Guardian’s council building. The Guardian hiding behind the achel cloth came running out to try and subdue the flames.
“Now!” Chale said sharply. “Follow me.”
Chale led them around the confused Guardian to the wall, where she reached out and pulled another achel cloth back revealing a multi-colored circle just large enough for a person to step through, shimmering in the air. Without hesitation Chale plunged through the colorful hole. Celdic shared a look with Lendel that said this was clearly insane, before both of them hurried after Chale, with Li following them.
Selindria watched curiously as one of the school administrators quietly entered her classroom. With her yar, she could already feel the other classrooms in the school emptying. As the administrator picked his way through the classroom, Selindria recognized him as one of her former students. It had been five years since Rinrich had been in her class. He had a slight build and a nervous habit of rubbing his palms together. He always had trouble with combat training. Violence of any kind caused him extreme anxiety. Selindria had been forced to limit his studies to meditation techniques and yar manipulation.
When he reached her side, he stood up on the tip of his toes to try and get closer to her ear, whispering quietly. “The elders have called an emergency council meeting. Classes are cancelled for the rest of the day.”
Selindria nodded her understanding, knowing it would be useless to question him further. All he would know was the message he had been given. Selindria looked back at her second year class as Rinrich quietly slipped out of the room. Several of them had stopped practicing their meditation techniques to watch the exchange curiously. Normally, Selindria would have badgered them for losing focus. Now, her mind was preoccupied with the emergency council meeting. The elders only called emergency meetings for dire circumstances.
“The council has just alerted me to an emergency,” Selindria announced, gaining the attention of the entire class immediately. “It seems some of the students have not been having as much fun as they are supposed to in their free time. The council has decided to cancel school for the rest of the day in hopes that you will use this time to enjoy yourselves. Class dismissed.”
The class goggled at her, unsure of whether she was serious. The question was answered for them when she glided out the door, leaving them in a moment of shocked silence. As Selindria moved through the crowded halls to the exit she could sense her class with her yar, hesitantly venturing out of their desks to peer into the hallway. Selindria allowed herself a small smile. She enjoyed teaching second year students. It was their first year of combat training and they spent the first couple months in awe of her. It was not until their next year that they would begin to grow rambunctious.
The council was made up of just over a thousand citizens, including all of the teachers and Elders, as well as the various department directors. The city founder who had designed the governing system had intentionally chosen such a large number of representatives for the council in order to maintain the original laws. In order for a law to be modified, or a new law to be enacted, eighty percent of the council had to agree, with no exceptions and no way of overruling the decision. Thus, very few of the original laws had changed and even less had been added; large groups of people seldom agreed with each other about anything.
“Hello, Selindria,” said a deep voice from behind her. Selindria absently felt Captain Jorbran with her yar as he hurried to catch up to her long legged strides. He stood several inches shorter than Selindria, though his shoulders were probably twice the width of her own. He had just past his thirty-fifth birthday and there was a good chance he would be promoted to the Guardian’s border council. This was usually an honor, but Captain Jorbran loved the freedom of being a Guardian and was terrified of the time when they would lock him in a building for the remainder of his days.
“Hello, Jorbran,” Selindria greeted him with a smile. “Are you ready to give up your freedom for the quiet life yet?”
“Bite your tongue,” Captain Jorbran admonished. “They’ll never take me alive.”
“They never do,” Selindria assured him, smiling wider now. “Week-old corpses make the best office workers.”
Selindria knew all of the Guardians by name. Most of the Guardians regarded her as a second mother or, perhaps, an aunt. Selindria spent an additional year training Guardians, once they were chosen by the Guardian Council. The training was much more intensive than the other students received and a lot more painful. By the end of it, the Guardian always knew exactly how much a person could do using their body as a weapon.
“So what is this all about?” Captain Jorbran asked curiously. “I just barely returned from training one of our new scouts when Captain Jalorm told me about the emergency council meeting.”
“I haven’t got a clue,” Selindria replied honestly. “I hope it is just a breach, as bad as that is.”
“I think I would have heard of a breach and been sent back out already,” Captain Jorbran said doubtfully.
“Yes, I thought of that too,” Selindria said.
“I thought you might have,” Captain Jorbran grinned.
The two of them had reached the large round building at the center of the school grounds. The main entrance was bottlenecked as the growing crowd slowly made its way into the large building. Selindria looked at some of the older faces surrounding her with a sad fondness. At one time all of these people had been one of her students and it was always depressing to watch them grow old and die after such a short life. Selindria made her way to the seat she customarily sat in for council meetings. None of the seats were assigned, except for the seats of the Presidency, but being on the council for over a century had its benefits. Everyone knew where Selindria sat and they always left her seat empty for her.
It took an additional hour before the majority of council members arrived and seated themselves. A loud, resonating tone emanated from the center of the room as the president used his yar to stroke the large metal chime hanging from the ceiling above the center of the room. The noisy chatter died down and everyone directed their attention to the president.
Selindria had taught president Chendan when he was a young man. He now stood with the aid of a cane, stooped and frail. Selindria felt a renewed pang of sadness as she realized he would probably not see his hundred and fiftieth birthday. The four Elders behind him made up the remainder of the presidency, all of them gray-haired and wrinkled. The presidency was responsible for the larger decisions in the city that did not require a vote. They were the only group who could call an emergency council meeting.
“I’m sure you are all eager to know why we have gathered you here today,” President Chendan announced, his voice clearly carrying to every corner of the room as he amplified the sound waves with his yar. “There has not been a breech, as far as we can tell.”
It sounded like a small wind storm blowing through the building with the sighs of relief sweeping through the assembly. Selindria felt her chest loosen, but only slightly. She knew the Presidency had some kind of bad news and for an emergency session to be called, it was probably just as dire.
“This morning one of the Gardeners noticed all of the plants on the South perimeter of the Rajan Gardens were dying. He and several other Gardeners went to inspect the blighted area with the expectation of some new disease or bug that affected the vegetation in the Gardens. What they found was elemental decay spreading for miles to the South. The elemental particles of all of the plants are breaking apart, apparently with no outside cause we can find. Most of the animals had fled from the region, but a few were found dead within the contaminated area. They had died in the same manner the plant life had died: their elementary particles had broken apart. The Gardeners could feel their own bodies begin suffering from the same decay when they entered the infected region, so they did not go further in than a few hundred feet. A team of Gardeners is currently investigating the size of the infection, but so far we know the infection in the Rajan Gardens is just the edge of a much larger dead zone extending further than the edges of our boundaries at the base of the mountain range. The reason we called this meeting with such urgency is because we do not understand how this blight originated and until we do, we will have to assume it can occur at any place at any time, including our city.”
Selindria felt like ice was gripping her from the inside and rippling through her body in waves. She remembered the stories her father told her about a time when entire cities would spontaneously disappear or everyone in the region would lose their minds and, in some cases, everyone would simply die where they stood and begin decomposing at such a fast rate that there was nothing left within a day of the phenomenon occurring. Her father had never told her what had stopped the terrible onslaught. Selindria silently berated herself, wishing she would have questioned him further. At the time, she had been too frightened to want to know more. The rest of the council was frowning in puzzlement, completely unaware of any historical records of such phenomena.
“We are setting up some precautions for the gardeners as well as proposing a special task force be created to investigate this new threat and find a way to counter it,” President Chendan continued. “From now on, all Gardeners are advised to only enter the gardens in pairs. All of the school’s training visits to the Rajan Gardens will need to be halted until the threat can be better determined.”
Selindria thought of staying silent until after the council was over to share her knowledge with the Presidency, but it might be awhile before the council was gathered again and it was important they all know what they might be facing.
Selindria slowly stood up. The council members surrounding her watched curiously. It took several moments before the presidency noticed her.
“Selindria,” President Chendan said in acknowledgement, respect thick in his voice, “is there something you have to offer?”
Selindria took a deep breath. “I may be able to shed some light on the phenomenon.”
President Chendan nodded at her to continue, his youthful eyes shining brightly through the frail frame of his aging body.
“What I have to share are only stories I was told by my father,” Selindria said, using her yar to enhance her voice so it would carry to the rest of the room. “He told me that in his youth the planet underwent a similar crisis. The phenomenon affected regions differently, but in every case it was something terrible. In some cities everyone would be fine one minute, and the next minute everyone was dead. Sometimes everyone would just go insane or lose their motor functions and need someone to take care of them for the rest of their lives. In a few cases the cities just completely vanished as if they had never existed. I am guessing this is not an isolated occurrence and that other parts of the planet are experiencing similar disruptions.”
There was a loud murmur of conversation throughout the council, with questions haling from every direction. President Chendan restored order by stroking the large chime hanging from the ceiling.
“Did your father know of a way to prevent these occurrences?” President Chendan asked intently.
Selindria shook her head. “No, he never told me of a way or I just cannot remember. He told me it was caused by fools doing foolish things. According to him, the Rajan Gardens were originally created by this kind of disruption.”
President Chendan glanced back at his four councilors questioningly. At a shrug from Rinchav, the First Councilor, President Chendan turned back and looked at a student Selindria remembered well. “Dedran, we would like you to take charge of a team to discover how to counter these disturbances. Captain Jorbran, would you make your Guardians available to Dedran to help him with his new task?”
Captain Jorbran stood up from Selindria’s other side and gave his assent. He glanced at Dedran and the two of them shared an unreadable look. Selindria rolled her eyes. The two of them had been in school at the same year and were old archrivals. Selindria wondered at Chendan’s wisdom in putting those two together.
Selindria’s mind suddenly went slack as the building began shaking as if from an earthquake. Her mind’s clarity slowly returned and she could sense a power rupture of some kind, several hours outside the walls of the city. That was impossible. Nobody’s yar was strong enough to reach from that distance. The shaking subsided, as did the sense of a tremendous outburst of yar somewhere in the distance.
The noise from the previous shaking was replaced by cries of alarm and astonishment from the council members, stunned by the amazing display of power unleashed. Captain Jorbran did not even hesitate. He immediately ran for the door, with two other Guardian officers jumping up from their seats to run for the exit. Selindria beat all three of them as she rushed from the building to discover the source of the power disruption.
There were quite a few students on the grounds taking advantage of their free day. They were staring uncertainly at the ground that had been shaking earlier. Selindria flew past them in a blur, easily doubling the speed of the quickest runner in the city. She could feel their astonishment with her yar as she passed them, but her mind was focused on the sense of familiar resonance she had felt in the large blast of power a moment ago. One of her students was either in trouble or was soon going to be.
The feeling slowly returned to Celdic’s skin as he stepped out of the multi-colored circle into a small cave. Lendel was already smashed up against him. He pushed Celdic forward in the cramped space, making him wish it had been Li behind him instead. Chale poked her head back in the cave just as Li came through behind Lendel.
“Are you guys going to stay in there all day?” Chale asked, grinning impishly at them before pulling her head back out and moving away.
Celdic hurriedly followed her out. He stopped after a few feet and his jaw dropped. He could just barely make out the city of Tenral in the distance, several miles away. The forest around them was thick and wild. Large evergreens filled the landscape below them. They were up on a small cliff face, about fifty feet high. Chale had already moved halfway down the narrow path in the cliff face, walking confidently on the hard sediment.
“Would you mind telling me what just happened back there?” Celdic asked evenly.
“You were there too,” Chale said patiently, “you saw as much as I did.”
“All I saw was a bunch of color and now I’m ten miles away from where I was five seconds ago.” Celdic looked back to make sure Li and Lendel were following. “Is it some kind of gateway?”
“Something like that,” Chale replied vaguely. “It moves us from there to here. Call it what you want.”
“Does it go both ways?” Lendel asked from above them.
“I assume so,” Chale said, jumping down the last few feet. “We won’t be going back that way though. The Guardian on watch would notice us coming out, so I was just planning on entering the city gates at a different entrance than Sergeant Shorty was at.”
“Why are they keeping these gateway things a secret?” Li asked curiously, bumping into Celdic as she jumped the last few feet down.
“I think they only let the Guardians use them,” Chale replied, studying the landscape around them. “Probably to get information from the border more quickly.”
After a few minutes of consultation, they agreed which direction they needed to go to get to the Altar of Guardia. The hiking was slow at first because the foliage was so dense. After an hour of fighting the rich undergrowth, they found the well-used track that led to the popular site. The sun stood high in the sky, heating up the late summer air. Wishing he had brought some water, Celdic decided a little planning might not have been a bad idea.
“Do you think we might run into any Guardians?” Li asked nervously. She was walking behind Celdic, making him feel self-conscious about his gait. She had a thin slick of sweat on her brow that added to, rather than detracted from her beauty. Celdic thought that was a neat trick. He knew some girls in his combat classes looked like greased pigs as they sweated through their uniforms on the training grounds.
“They probably won’t know we shouldn’t be out, even if we do run into any,” Chale replied confidently. She paused, looking at Celdic. “You just keep your mouth shut if we run into anyone. I’ll do the talking. You are the worst liar I’ve ever met. Sometimes I don’t even think we’re related.”
This caused an uncomfortable silence in the other three, but Chale misinterpreted their guarded looks. “I don’t think I have ever seen you three so timid before,” Chale said, shaking her head in amazement. “What is your problem?”
“Oh I don’t know,” Lendel said, glancing slyly at Celdic, “I can think of a few times I have seen Celdic more timid than this.”
Chale was easily diverted to one of her favorite hobbies. “Well, you might be right,” she said with a mischievous smile. “In fact, just this morning Celdic was wondering what Li was wearing under her uniform, but he couldn’t work up the nerve to ask.”
“I was not!” Celdic protested loudly, his ears catching fire. “You were wondering.”
Chale was laughing too hard to reply for a moment and Lendel was shaking hard as well as he stared at Celdic’s burning face. Li wasn’t laughing, but there was a slight curve to her lips that showed serious restraint. “Look at his face!” Chale said, gasping as she tried to recover from her laughing fit. “He’s like a tomato ready to explode!”
Celdic was saved by the sudden appearance of the Altar of Guardia around the bend. It stood waist high and was made of solid obsidian, reflecting dully in the bright sunlight. As they neared the altar, they could see an engraving of a man with lightening shooting from his upraised palms etched into the face. No one knew what the picture represented. Some said the altar had been here long before the people of Tenral settled in the mountains. Most youths would visit the site a couple of times during their school years, sometimes camping near it. Celdic got lost the one time he and Lendel journeyed to view the strange relic and he had never seen it. It stood alone in a meadow on a small hill. The trees at the edge of the meadow were at least twice the size of the trees in the surrounding forest. The altar had always been called the Altar of Guardia and some Guardians claimed one of the first Guardians set it up as a tribute to their service, though most regarded the theory as nonsense. The reason for the name was actually lost in the distant past, while the name somehow survived.
“So this is the Altar of Guardia,” Celdic said thoughtfully, studying the shiny black obsidian. It looked like it was created from one piece of rock, so it must have been a huge piece of obsidian. Celdic reached out to feel it and gasped. “It’s warm. What is making it so warm?”
“The yar from the planet’s core,” Lendel replied solemnly. “They say this altar has a direct conduit down to the planet’s spirit.”
“Can you link to it with your yar?” Celdic asked curiously.
Lendel shook his head. “No, there isn’t anything to link to. I mean, you can feel a small trickle of energy coming through the altar, but it doesn’t have any kind of sentient awareness that would allow you to link to it.”
“What if you had your hands on these hand imprints?” Celdic asked, pointing at the imprints of two hands on the top of the altar. “Maybe you need to be physically connected to it before it will respond.”
“I think someone would have tried that by now,” Lendel said skeptically. “People have been visiting this site for tens of centuries. If it was that easy someone would have already figured it out.”
“Unless they all assumed it wouldn’t be that easy,” Chale said dryly. “Maybe everyone else thought the same thing, so nobody ever tried it.”
“Ok,” Lendel said with half smile. “I can tell you won’t be happy until I try.” He moved around the altar so he was standing in front of the hand imprints. He reached out and laid both hands onto the altar and immediately leapt back with a loud scream.
Celdic jumped at least a foot into the air. Li and Chale jumped just as high, but before anyone could move over to Lendel to see what was wrong, he started laughing at them.
“Wow, you guys just about took flight you jumped so high,” Lendel said, still laughing as he moved back to the altar.
“I am going to tie your nose in a knot, you filthy pile of rotting refuse,” Chale growled, glaring at Lendel. Li was muttering under her breath about tying his neck in a knot. Celdic just shook his head, but felt Chale deserved a little of what she constantly dished out.
“Ok, this time for real,” Lendel said as he reached down to the imprints on the altar. This time, nothing happened when he made contact with the large piece of obsidian. He stood in front of it, frowning in concentration. He must have been studying something with his yar.
“It is different when you make contact with it,” Lendel said slowly. “It’s like the trickle of energy stops coming up into the altar when you are touching it like this.”
“Try pushing downward on the energy,” Celdic said intently. “See how far you can force it back down. Maybe it will be like a siphoning effect with water and make more come pouring out.”
Lendel gave him a doubtful look but seemed to be complying. Celdic could not help feeling resentful at times like this, when the ability to use yar would be so interesting.
Lendel suddenly backed away from the altar with a worried expression. “I think something is coming up through the energy trail,” Lendel said nervously.
“Is that a fact?” Celdic asked Lendel doubtfully, not willing to fall for another of his pranks.
“I can feel it too,” Chale said with a puzzled crease on her brow. “It feels like a person’s yar, but without a body.”
“That’s impossible,” Li said nervously, slowly backing away from the altar. “Spirits aren’t supposed to stay in this world.”
“It’s here now,” Lendel said tensely. “Maybe it’s friendly.”
Celdic felt some kind of pressure fill the air around him. It filled him with an ominous sense of foreboding. It felt like he could sense the malevolence emanating from the spirit he could not see. He could also tell its focus was centered on him.
“Celdic, I think it is trying to do something to you,” Chale said urgently. “Lendel, we need to do something.”
A moment later, Lendel and Chale both flew backward through the air as if a giant fist had punched them. They landed with a crash on a mixture of rocks, branches and leaves. They were both groaning in pain, but at least they were alive.
Li stepped in front of Celdic protectively. She suddenly clutched her head and screamed, falling to her knees. Celdic felt his blood burn hot with rage as he watched Li’s suffering. He roared in helpless impotence, having no way to affect something made of spirit. The feeling of malevolent evil intensified, followed by a sudden numbness in his spine. Celdic gasped in horror as he felt the thing try to enter his body. He had never felt so violated in his life. The spirit seemed to relish his disgust, slowly wrapping itself around his body. Celdic started panicking as his thoughts became hazy and indistinct. Then something snapped inside of him and everything became clear again. He could feel a small sun burning in his chest, pumping waves of golden power through his veins. Desperately, Celdic reached towards the sun in his chest, trying to find a way to use it. There was a kind of rhythm pulsing through the burning sun. Celdic tried to match his conscious thoughts to the rhythm of the glowing orb. There was an ear splitting detonation that shook the entire mountain like a leaf as the small sun morphed into a much larger sphere of radiant energy. Celdic blindly hurled the raw energy at the spirit invading his body. There was an inhuman snarl of thwarted rage as the spirit was ejected out of his body. Celdic gasped as if he had been under water and was finally getting a lung full of air. Scowling, he reached out with what he thought must be his yar and wrapped the spirit in a field of energy. The spirit struggled, thrashing wildly inside its invisible bonds. What was he supposed to do with it now? He had no idea how to kill such a thing, if it even could be killed.
Celdic looked around at his companions. Chale and Lendel were tottering towards him. Li was getting back to her feet with a hand massaging her temple. “Lendel, where did this thing come from?”
“Somewhere about a mile down below,” Lendel said groggily as he stumbled up next to Celdic to study the imprisoned spirit. “When I pushed down with my yar, the trickle of energy sucked my yar down much further than I can usually reach. This thing seemed to be waiting for some kind of power surge to escape. I think there is a barrier down there that kept it below.”
Celdic nodded, pulling the spirit over to the altar and pushing it down into the opening of the strange conduit. Celdic could now feel the energy Lendel and the others had felt. Celdic could also feel a barrier very similar to the one he had trapped the spirit in, almost five miles below the surface. Lendel had obviously miscalculated how far down his yar had been pulled into the conduit. Celdic thrust the spirit down into the conduit until it reached the barrier. The spirit was emitting so much venomous hate and rage that Celdic felt sick. He thrust it through the barrier and released it hurriedly. He watched it rush back towards him, but then it hit the barrier and came to a stop. Celdic watched it struggle futilely at the barrier for a minute before he was satisfied it was not going to come back up.
“What was that thing?” Chale asked weakly, her thin and delicate frame looking bruised and battered.
“A spirit,” Celdic said grimly. “I don’t know what it’s doing on our world, but it was definitely a spirit. It was trying to take control of me, to possess me.”
“Celdic, you’re using your yar!” Li said in delighted shock. “How did you finally figure it out?”
Chale and Lendel were both gaping at him as they realized he was using his yar. They had obviously been too rattled by their crash landing to realize what he had been doing before.
Celdic was having a hard time listening to any of them. He could still feel the small ball of energy in his chest burning brightly. He experimentally tried to reach out with it to touch one of the trees and was only slightly surprised when he felt the rough texture of bark and small ants climbing the tree. It was similar to his sense of touch, except he could feel the outside of the tree as well as the inside. His yar basics teacher taught them that touch with the physical body was a two dimensional sensation, while using your yar enabled you to sense depth in all three dimensions. Celdic marveled at the world around him as he felt it for the first time with his yar.
Chale and Lendel were staring at Celdic in amazement. Lendel whistled low, his eyebrows raised. “Not only are you using your Yar, your resonance is radiating strong enough for them to feel you in the city. There is no way we are going to be sneaking anywhere.”
Celdic was already adapting to the new ability to sense the world around him. He pushed out further, trying to find the limit of his range. He felt the sensations begin to dim just as he felt the city walls, but not before he sensed a yar moving in his direction at a pace much faster than he could run. He only knew one person who could run that fast.
“I think they are already on their way here,” Celdic said, frowning in concentration as he studied Selindria’s resonance with his yar. “Selindria will probably be here in half an hour.”
Chale groaned loudly. “She is going to kill me. She has already been keeping me under her thumb, ever since the timeI tried to coat Serena’s chair with honey spurs. She has an unwholesome ability to know when I am lying.”
“I can always go forward to meet her,” Celdic said slowly. “You three could try to slip around her.”
“Slip around Selindria?” Chale asked scornfully. “Besides, she’ll never believe you came out here alone.”
“Who cares anyway,” Li broke in with a smile at Celdic. “Celdic being able to use his yar is worth a little punishment I would think.”
Celdic tried to look away from Li’s dark eyes as his face heated up, but they seemed to latch on to him and he could not look away. He smiled back tentatively. “Thank you.”
“I always knew he was my link,” Li said smugly, her eyes filled with exultation.
Celdic blinked, and then compared his resonance with Li’s. They were exactly opposite. She really was his link. Celdic grinned, feeling warm relief flood his body. Now he knew no one would be taking Li away from him.
“If this gets any more cloying, I think I’ll throw up,” Chale said dryly. “Hurray, Celdic can use his yar. Now half of my pranks won’t work anymore.”
Celdic knew his sister really was happy for him, but the two of them never shared their affection for each other in the tender manner most people did. They had a gruff, almost abrasive affection, but felt they cared for each other more deeply than others who openly displayed their fondness for each other.
“I think we should probably start back,” Lendel said resignedly. “While we are walking, let’s try and come up with a story of how we got outside of the city. I am pretty sure we will get in a lot more trouble if we tell them the truth.”
Chale smiled wickedly. “Let’s just tell them we went out Captain Shorty’s gate. We’ll let him take the heat for letting us slip under his nose.”
“That’s cruel, Chale,” Li said reprovingly with a small smile. “Even if he does deserve it.”
“Maybe it will knock some of the pomposity out of him,” Lendel said, grinning approvingly. “He’s been too full of himself since he got promoted to the officer’s ranks.
Celdic followed along behind them, using his yar to scan the land around them with the enthusiasm of a child with a new toy. He could not only feel the insects flying through the air, he could feel their hearts beating and the blood flowing through their tiny veins. He realized the world he had lived in until now was almost empty in comparison to the rich details his yar now made possible for him to sense. There were other elements surrounding them he could feel as well, things he had never really thought about before. The air around him was alive with waves of one kind or another, as well as other gases easily identifiable with his yar.
Li felt Celdic studying her with his yar and smiled at him again, “I am so glad you can finally use your yar. Lendel probably won’t like it on the combat field though.”
Lendel always had the advantage of being able to use his yar to sense an opponent’s movements, but even so, Celdic almost always defeated him on the training grounds. Celdic was really looking forward to being able to use his yar on the combat field.
Celdic smiled. “I’m sure he won’t.”
“Did you say you felt Selindria leaving the city gates?” Li asked curiously.
“Yes,” Celdic replied. “There were several Guardians that came out a little while after her as well.”
“I can’t believe you can sense so far,” Li said in amazement. “I don’t think anyone has ever been able to reach so far with their yar. Even Selindria can only reach a couple of miles and she can reach further than anyone else in the whole city by far.”
“That should be a strange sensation for you,” Lendel remarked from where he had been listening in front of them. “The whole city’s actions will be open to your senses from now on. You’ll never get any peace and nobody else will get any privacy.”
“Maybe that’s why Selindria lives out by the Rajan Gardens,” Chale said speculatively. “Maybe the constant activity drove her crazy.”
Celdic had no experience with how yar worked. He wondered if it just randomly sampled the area around him when he was not concentrating on feeling something. “What happens with your yar when you sleep or when you’re concentrating on something else?” Celdic asked Li. “Does it just keep feeding you information or does it shut down?”
“It is more like your sense of smell in that respect,” Li replied, absently pulling her silky brown hair back and retying her ponytail. “When you are in one location for a while, your yar grows accustomed to it and you only notice anything if you are actually focusing on it.”
Celdic felt better about that. He did not relish the idea of invading the bedrooms of every couple in town with his yar at night. He would never be able to look people straight in the face again.
Selindria was almost in sight. She had not slowed down even a little in her sprint from the city. “Selindria will be here in a couple seconds,” Celdic warned the other three.
Chale groaned, looking miserable. This would only be the second time she had actually been caught breaking the rules. Lendel just looked resigned, while Li looked completely unconcerned. Celdic was not really certain what he felt. He had cycled through so many feelings in the last half hour that he was feeling emotionally overwhelmed and did not have very much energy left for worry.
Selindria slowed down to a jog as she came in sight and then to a walk as she caught up to them. She was not even breathing hard and her face was completely sweat-free. Celdic had noticed she never sweat on the combat field either. It was unnatural.
“Tell me what happened, Celdic,” Selindria commanded, her cat-like eyes focused on him with hypnotic intensity.
“We were just…” Chale began, but was interrupted by Selindria.
“I would prefer to hear the tale from the worst liar in this group,” Selindria said pointedly. “You just be silent until I say otherwise.”
Chale bit her lip nervously, giving Celdic a meaningful look that said as clear as day he had better be more convincing than usual.
“After school was cancelled,” Celdic began, “we decided to make a trip to the Altar of Guardia. Lendel is the only one of us who has seen it, so we wanted to see if it really did hum when you were close to it. When we arrived…”
“How did you get out of the city?” Selindria interrupted. “I know all of the Guardians were instructed not to let anyone leave.”
Celdic swallowed, trying to be convincing. “We did try to leave, but Captain Shorty, I mean Captain Jalorm, told us we were not allowed out. We left, waited for him to get in a conversation with one of the Gardeners and then we slipped past him.”
Selindria studied his face, revealing nothing of what she thought of his story. Celdic hoped she did not follow up on his story at the gate, because if Jalorm had not spoken to any of the Gardeners, his story would not hold.
“Anyway,” Celdic continued, “When we arrived at the altar, Lendel reached down into the energy conduit with his yar. It sucked his yar down several miles and a spirit used the extra power to break out of some kind of barrier holding it below. It attacked us and tried to possess me. I felt like I was going to lose the battle any second, but suddenly my yar came alive. I bound the spirit with my yar and thrust it back behind the boundary below the planet’s surface.”
Selindria studied him intently and Celdic could now feel her yar probing him as well. “I am glad to see you can use your yar finally,” she said at last. “I was beginning to think you would graduate without it.”
Some of the Guardians who had followed Selindria were just arriving, studying the four youths curiously. They could all feel Celdic’s overpowering resonance, as could most of the city.
“It seems everything is under control, Captain Jorbran,” Selindria said to the leading Guardian dryly. “Though I suggest you have a word with Captain Jalorm about how to ensure students remain inside the walls in emergencies, even sneaky, willful students like these.”
“I will definitely bring it up with him,” Captain Jorbran said, turning and gesturing at the other Guardians to follow him back to the city.
“Now,” Selindria began after the other Guardians had left. “While we are walking back to the city, why don’t you tell me the truth about how you got out of the city?”
The first thing Celdic noticed about his own resonance was how different it was from Chale’s resonance. After having felt the easily identifiable similarities between Li and Lendel’s resonances, Celdic now understood why his two friends doubted his biological relation to Chale. The resonance of he and Chale could not have been more different. His new understanding made him anxious to question his parents regarding the differences.
Selindria walked next to him, with Li, Lendel and Chale following in line behind them. The path they were following back to the city was well-traveled, with large evergreens hugging each side. Dense undergrowth populated the thick forest, filled with animal and insect life that kept the air humming with activity. The last time Celdic traveled this path, he had been unable to use his yar. It was like a completely new place to Celdic now. His yar caressed the landscape around him, filling his mind with so much information that he closed his eyes and continued walking unaided by his vision. It was a strange sensation. He could visualize the landscape around him as his yar recognized the different wave patterns in the light, as well as the temperature variations, creating a three-dimensional image of such detail he could barely keep up with deluge of information. He could also feel Selindria’s yar spread out in the forest around them. There was a stillness to her yar, as if it were a web relying on the tiny vibrating disturbances only the spider could detect. Celdic was eager to begin learning more about how to refine the use of his yar.
“Why don’t we begin with where you went after Captain Jalorm turned you away from the first gate,” Selindria said firmly. She glided along the trail gracefully, her long, black-clothed legs moving slower than her usual pace so the youths would not have to run to keep up. Her waist-length, black hair hung loosely about her shoulders and Celdic realized for the first time that she used her yar to keep it out of her face. He knew very few people were able to use their yar to affect the physical world, but he had seen Selindria demonstrate the ability more than once in his years at school. Celdic had seen objects knocked off a table suddenly slow down right before they hit the ground, landing unbroken. One year Lendel had spilled a large pitcher of water at a table where Celdic and several other students were sitting with Selindria during one of their meditation exercises. Somehow, all of the water stopped at the table’s edge without dribbling onto her, while the other students near her were soaked. Most of the students had not noticed these strange events, but Celdic was more observant than his peers.
“I would really rather you asked Chale…” Celdic started, but Selindria interrupted him.
“I am sure you would,” Selindria said pleasantly. “The problem with Chale is we both know she will tell me a very convincing lie. It will be much quicker--and a lot more painless for Chale--if you just tell me the truth right now.”
Celdic sighed. He did not bother to turn and look at Chale, since he could feel her every movement with his yar. She was watching him closely from several yards behind, trying to hear what they were saying.
“We went over to the Guardian’s council building and found a gateway of some kind behind some achel cloth,” Celdic said, giving up any chance of guile. Feeling like a traitor, he tried to talk quietly so Chale would not be able to hear him confessing. “When we walked through it, we found ourselves ten miles away from the city.”
“You see?” Selindria smiled encouragingly. “That wasn’t so hard. We will make an honest person out of you yet.”
Celdic muttered inaudibly under his breath, feeling disgruntled. He was not a liar. He just stretched the truth a little sometimes, occasionally tying it into a complex knot. Selindria’s comment stung more than Celdic expected.
“How did you get to the gateway in the first place?” Selindria asked probingly. “I know they keep a guard on all of the gateways.”
Celdic frowned at her plural use of the word gateways. How many gateways were there?
“We used some fireliar to create a diversion,” Celdic mumbled quietly, torn between not wanting to lie and not wanting to implicate Chale further. “When the Guardian who was on duty ran to put the fire out, we slipped past him and went through the gateway.”
Selindria nodded silently, but Celdic could feel the smile tugging at her lips with his yar. He was always uncertain with Selindria. She did not react with anger and annoyance the way the other teachers did when students broke rules. In a way, she seemed to approve of the innovation that went into some of the more intricate schemes of her students who chose to break the rules.
“Are we going to be in a lot of trouble?” Celdic blurted before he could stop himself. He knew the Council would have to do something to them after alerting people in the city of their mischief.
Selindria seemed to think about his question for a moment. “I think when all is said and done, you will probably just have to do some community service. When you get right down to it, all you did was exactly what I teach our Guardians to do. The four of you skillfully snuck out of the city without any of the Guardians catching you. If anyone is to be punished, it is the Guardian who was on duty at the gateway.”
“Are you going to tell the Elders how we got out of the city?” Celdic asked, remembering her suggestion to Captain Jorbran to discipline Captain Jalorm.
“Actually, the Elders don’t know about the gateways,” Selindria replied, smiling wryly. “All of the classes in Tenral like to keep their little secrets from each other. Only the Guardians know about the gateways; only the Guardians and the five of us, to be precise.”
Celdic suddenly wondered what secrets the other classes kept. He learned more about Tenral today than he had in the twenty-five years he had lived here. The excitement of the day had opened a small door in Celdic’s mind and he felt a hunger for adventure he had never experienced before. All of the unknowns in Tenral suddenly seemed like new challenges for him to try. Celdic had a sudden insight into Chale’s often-mischievous personality. She was not just trying to get a reaction out of people with her pranks; she was enjoying the adventure that setting up her pranks created.
Chale pushed past Celdic to walk next to Selindria, eyeing her teacher with a mixture of apprehension and curiosity. Her long, blonde hair was coming out of its ponytail, and she had small strands of hair sticking to her brow. She glanced at Celdic, trying to read the guilt in his expression to gauge how much he had told Selindria. Celdic was still feeling quite euphoric from his recent epiphany, so his expression was no help to her.
“How is it you can tell when I am lying?” Chale asked Selindria curiously. “Even my parents can’t tell if I am lying.”
Selindria stared at Chale unblinkingly, her cat-like eyes slightly unnerving. “If I tell you, then you will learn how to hide your lies. Why would I want to help you do that?”
“Give me a minute to think up a few examples,” Chale said, undeterred. She frowned as she walked, obviously fabricating some scenarios to justify her ability to lie convincingly. Selindria just watched her, waiting patiently. Celdic felt like the day had taken on a surreal cast. He had never imagined the day he would be involved in a conversation asking Selindria for instructions on lying. He glanced back at Lendel, who was also looking slightly dazed by the bizarre events unfolding. Lendel mouthed the words, “Is she crazy?” to Celdic. Celdic just shrugged, finding it hard for anything to surprise him anymore.
“Okay,” Chale said slowly. “What if I became a Guardian and somehow was captured by an enemy. A convincing lie would be a useful talent, wouldn’t it?”
Selindria nodded expressionlessly, still not blinking. She continued waiting, as if she expected more credible scenarios to convince her of the necessity of the talent.
“If I became a teacher, I would also have to learn to lie convincingly,” Chale continued, watching Selindria warily, as if she expected a heated denial from the other woman. “Teachers lie all of the time when students ask questions they are not supposed to tell them. My Advanced Rajan Studies teacher lied to me two days ago, when I asked her if anyone ever stole Rajan plants from the Gardens. She told me no, but I know for a fact she had to go to a disciplinary hearing for one of her former colleagues who was caught taking snake vine home to experiment with.”
Selindria’s eyes seemed to glow brighter as she stared at Chale. Celdic had seen this happen on occasion and he wondered if it was a reflection of her emotions. Certainly, nothing showed on her face, which remained impassive. “Your resonance gives you away,” Selindria said finally. “Your face and eyes have hundreds of small details you have to school in order to tell a convincing lie. Your yar, on the other hand, has millions of minute details that reveal your true feelings. When you are telling a lie, your resonance has small protrusions hovering around it, resulting from a certain kind of anxiety. The more you are around a person, the more you learn to recognize which kinds of anxiety represent lies rather than the anxiety of the truly innocent.”
“That should make it harder to read Chale,” Celdic muttered before he could stop himself. “I don’t think she ever feels truly innocent.”
Chale turned her head to scowl at him, but Selindria nodded her head. “That is why I chose you to tell me the story Celdic,” Selindria said approvingly. “You were the easiest person with which to detect truth from lie. If it makes you feel better, that is because you are the most honest person in your little group.” Selindria paused, smiling wryly. “Admittedly, that is not saying very much.”
They were approaching the city gates just as the sun dropped below the western horizon. Captain Jalorm was still on guard, his face expressionless as he watched them walk toward the gates. A small crowd had accumulated inside the gates, anxious to see who the person with the overpowering resonance was. When Celdic realized why they were there, he tried to shrink in on himself. He did not handle attention very well. Chale walked in front of him looking puffed up and important, as if she were escorting an emperor rather than a recent fugitive. Li and Lendel stared at the crowd in amazement, obviously surprised the good citizens of Tenral had lined up to gawk at the strange new sight.
Selindria stopped when they reached Captain Jalorm. “As you can probably tell, Celdic has learned to use his yar,” Selindria told Captain Jalorm quietly.
Captain Jalorm grunted his acknowledgement, while his face remained impassive. His eyes on the other hand, could have been two glowing coals as they studied Celdic.
“Since he is the best student in the school at combat at this time, even without the ability to use his yar, I would like you to help us with his training classes from now on,” Selindria said with a perfectly straight face.
Celdic decided Selindria had a very sick sense of justice. Jalorm lost his impassive face and was now grinning with a maniac gleam in his eye. “Of course, Selindria. Anything for the students.”
Celdic knew Selindria had taught Jalorm separately from the rest of his class when he was still in school, because he had far outstripped his peers in combat. Jalorm spent his final year getting extra lessons in the evenings. Celdic remembered, because Selindria would occasionally have a bruise or cut on her face when she came to school following an evening of training Jalorm. Celdic had never even come close to landing a blow on Selindria and he had tried his best, despite telling Lendel and Chale he just could not bring himself to hit his teacher. He had a feeling he was going to regret being present when Chale and Lendel had insulted the new Captain.
“Will the other students be joining us as well?” Jalorm asked, with concern dripping in his voice as he stared at Lendel. “I would not want to see them fall behind their friend.”
“I believe they will be occupied already,” Selindria said dryly, “though I am sure your concern warms their hearts.”
“Touched,” Lendel said expressionlessly.
“Yes, absolutely fizzled with warmth,” Chale said sarcastically. “Maybe some other time, Captain Jalorm.”
“Until then,” Jalorm said with a smile, his day obviously taking a turn for the better.
The five of them continued moving into the city as the crowd around the gates dispersed behind them. Many of the faces in the crowd lit with recognition when they saw Celdic. They probably remembered the accident at school when he was younger, resulting in the death of his teacher. He would almost certainly be the talk of the city for the rest of the week.
“The suspense is killing me, Selindria,” Chale burst out after several minutes of silence. “What do you have in mind for the rest of us?”
Selindria’s mouth twitched at the corners. “I had planned on waiting until morning to tell you,” Selindria said, her eyes lighting up again. “You should have at least one good night sleep before we begin.”
“Begin what?” Chale begged, almost wringing her hands. Celdic knew what a strain surprises were on Chale.
“Well, if you really want to know,” Selindria gave in, her smile no longer restrained, “tomorrow we will begin teaching you how to lie properly.”
Chale looked at her suspiciously. “That’s all? Just teach me to lie?”
Selindria’s smile widened even more. “That’s all. I suggest you get plenty of sleep tonight. It will probably be your last good night of sleep for quite a while.”
Chale swallowed, no doubt wondering what was entailed in teaching her to lie properly.
They had reached the intersection Chale and Celdic met Lendel and Li at in the morning. Selindria gestured for them to go to their homes, while she continued escorting Celdic and Chale home. With a farewell wave at their friends, Chale and Celdic were escorted the rest of the way home in silence. Their parents were waiting for them at the front door, looking extremely relieved.
“Thank you for bringing them, Selindria,” Celdic’s mother said gratefully. “I was so worried, especially after the council meeting.”
Selindria accepted Elinor and Denrik’s gratitude gracefully, leaving the two youths with a casual wave and an unmistakable gleam of satisfaction in her strange eyes.
Celdic could already see Chale’s face working through its array of excuses as they prepared to face their parents. It took them both by surprise when their parents gathered them into tight embraces, murmuring how glad they were to see them safe. Celdic knew the moment would not last, but he enjoyed it while it did.
Celdic lay in bed trying to make himself sleep, but the lure of exploring everything in the city with his Yar was too strong. Celdic reveled in his ability to study any space in the city in pitch-blackness and all from the comfort of his bed. He did avoid allowing his yar to focus on the insides of the buildings in the residential district, knowing the kind of embarrassment awaiting him there. Celdic felt no remorse at browsing through the large warehouses and factories with his yar, marveling at the exquisite detail he could feel within each structure. Breaks in patterns stood out to him. Any flaws in the hardened Achnis making up the walls and roofs of the buildings were like small ripples in a pond vying for his attention. The small rodents scurrying through the dark floors of the warehouses either could not sense or were ignoring the new presence sharing their living space. Celdic was absolutely fascinated with the ecosystem that existed beneath his very eyes.
Celdic knew he should get some sleep before morning, but it seemed impossible to sleep with the sheer number of small movements throughout the city and surrounding forest, each one like a small tug competing for attention from his consciousness. The medium-sized spider Celdic felt prowling around beneath his bed was more than enough to chase any other nagging thoughts of sleep. He could feel it breathing as it crawled around quickly on its eight legs, searching for food. Celdic had a pretty good idea what its favorite entrée was, if the number of bites he woke up with each morning was any indication.
As Celdic lay in bed concentrating nervously on the spider’s activity, he felt his mother make her way to his room. She was in her nightdress and her shoulder-length hair looked as fresh as it had in the morning. She knocked quietly, entering when Celdic grunted. She stood watching him silently for a moment, a strange sadness in her eyes.
“You do know you will regret not sleeping tomorrow, don’t you?” His mother asked pointedly. Celdic could tell her question was just an effort to start the conversation moving.
“I’m open to suggestions,” Celdic invited sourly. “As much as I love this new ability, it is turning out to be very cumbersome when nighttime rolls around.”
“That will pass,” his mother assured him with a smile. “You might be very tired for the next couple of days, but you will learn to shut your extra sense down at night and enter a restful sleep.”
Celdic wanted to ask his mother about his resonance, but he could not bring himself to. He did not want things to change at home and he had a feeling the truth about his real relationship to Chale might change his life at home significantly.
“Have you learned how to detect a person’s resonance yet?” His mother asked quietly. Celdic thought about lying, but he was sure both of them would know, which would make it even more awkward for her to tell him the truth.
Celdic nodded. “As soon as I could use my yar, I could also detect people’s resonances.”
“And you noticed the difference between yourself and Chale?” His mother asked, though it was not really a question.
Celdic nodded again, remaining silent. He experienced one of those feelings that occur right before you fall off a cliff. He knew he was about to learn something that was probably going to change the way he looked at life drastically; he was torn between a desire to know and a longing to remain content in his ignorance.
“I have told you I am not from Tenral,” his mother said, picking her words with care. “I am actually not even from this world. I was brought to this world as a kind of experiment. My home world was a place of constant violence and death. After my parents died from an explosion from one of my people’s many wars, some people showed up at the orphanage where I was staying. They told me they had a wonderful home for me, but it was on a different world. They were very strange people. I could feel their love for me as if it were a physical presence. I immediately trusted them. After they brought me to this city, they explained their purpose in bringing me here was to see if a human from my world could live a peaceful existence without the influence of the aggressive war-like culture of my home world. They had tried bringing larger groups of humans from my world to this world, humans who wanted peace and harmony in their society. They were very peaceful for the first generation, but they began reverting to their barbaric nature as each generation passed on. It was not long before the humans on this world were the same as the humans on the world they had come from. The people who brought me here were very frustrated with their inability to help humans live in peace with each other. They brought me here to see if a human from my world could remain peaceful if they lived in a society of people who understood peace already. They wanted to see if a mix of the two human races would produce more mellow offspring. Much to our surprise, you were born with almost all of my traits and Chale inherited all of her traits from your father. That is the main reason your resonance is so different than Chale’s resonance.”
Celdic felt all sorts of questions whirling in his head. He randomly plucked at one. “Why keep it a secret? Why not just tell us when we were younger?”
“We wanted to let you feel like part of this world while you were growing up and not some kind of guest.” His mother sighed sadly. “I often wonder how the humans on my world are doing. They don’t seem capable of evolving past their violent nature.”
“What about Li and Lendel?” Celdic asked curiously. “Are either of their parents from another world as well?”
His mother shook her head, smiling at the look of uncertainty on his face. “Their parents are both from Tenral.”
“When are you going to tell Chale?” Celdic asked.
“In the morning,” his mother replied. “She will probably notice before too much longer anyway.” She stood up. “I know you have a lot of questions, but it would probably be best if you try to get a little sleep before tomorrow.”
Celdic nodded, though he seriously doubted his ability to find sleep now. He was just getting ready to lay back down when he saw the spider from under his bed crawling up his leg. His Yar told him the spider’s pincers were in the act of taking a bite and before Celdic could stop himself, he pushed out forcefully with his yar.
The spider completely disappeared from his leg in an ear-shattering thunderclap. The newly created thumb-sized hole in his bedroom floor was coated in what Celdic disturbingly recognized as spider guts. His yar could also feel a thumb-sized hole continuing into the dirt beneath the house for several miles.
“Oops,” was all Celdic could think to say as he stared stupidly at the breezy hole in the floorboards.
“I’m not sure oops is the right word,” his mother said dazedly as the pounding footsteps of his father and Chale were heard moving towards his room.
“What happened?” Denrik demanded as he burst through the partially opened door, looking for some kind of disaster. Chale was only a few seconds behind him and Celdic’s yar told him quite a few neighbors were hurriedly pulling clothes on and rushing outside to find the source of the terrible noise.
“A very unlucky spider just missed out on its last meal,” Celdic’s mother replied, still looking slightly dazed.
“I had no idea it would do that,” Celdic croaked, unable to take his gaze away from the hole in the floor. He felt his father’s yar search the small hole for a moment. He slowly relaxed as he realized what had happened.
“What’s going on?” Chale demanded, pushing past her father to look at the gooey focus of their attention. “Let me guess. You couldn’t just flip the spider off you. You had to turn it into paste as well. That is not only unnecessary, it is very tacky.”
Celdic shook his head. “Yar is not supposed to affect the physical world so strongly!”
“Very tacky,” Chale repeated, looking at the stunned faces around her in exasperation. “That was a very good pun! A small courtesy laugh wouldn’t kill you.”
Celdic could not help a small smile. Nothing ever seemed to surprise his sister. If she were falling to her death, she would still find time for a final jibe at how much better she would look spread out all over the landscape.
“I’d better go tell the neighbors everything is all right,” his mother said, finally snapping out of her daze. She walked out of the room, glancing back at the hole in the ground once more as she left. There was quite a bit of noise coming from the streets as people began asking each other if they had heard the loud noise.
“How is this possible?” Celdic asked his father in perplexity. “I was told people could barely affect the physical world with their yar.”
“I’m no expert on this sort of thing,” his father admitted, moving closer to the hole and inspecting it again with his yar. Celdic could feel his father’s yar only reached about twenty feet beneath the floorboards. “There are some people who can affect the physical world around them to a very large degree. Granted, I have never seen anyone who could punch holes through half-inch achnis planks, but there are quite a few people in Tenral who can levitate some fairly large objects with their yar.”
“How far down does the hole go into the ground?” Chale asked curiously, peering down into the hole. “I can only reach about forty feet into the ground, but it obviously keeps going.”
“Several miles,” Celdic muttered distractedly. “I am going to have trouble using my yar to help fight if I accidentally start punching holes through people.”
“On the contrary,” Chale disagreed with a grin, “just punch holes through people to start with, then there won’t be a fight.”
“We will probably want to get some advice from the school tomorrow;” their father told him reassuringly, “some of the teachers may be able to help you learn to control it.”
Celdic just nodded. He was suddenly bone weary. Sleep had lowered its defenses and the gates stood wide open and welcoming. “What time is it?” Celdic asked wearily, forgetting he could use his yar to check.
“A couple of hours until dawn,” his father replied, yawning as he remembered the time. “I see your point. Let’s try and get what sleep we can for the rest of the night.”
Celdic was already asleep before Denrik finished speaking.
“He looks completely gone,” Chale noted with a wicked smile. “We should tie him up in his sheets.”
“You should go to bed,” her mother said firmly, standing in the doorway.
“Spoilsport,” Chale said accusingly, before moving back to her room.
Celdic’s parents stood in his room for several minutes, watching him silently. At another yawn from Denrik, he and his wife went back to their bed.
Celdic shared a moment of uncomfortable silence with Chale when they left their house in the morning to begin the walk to school. Celdic’s mother had given Chale her ‘talk’. On the surface, Chale seemed to be taking the new revelations much better than Celdic. You could never really tell with Chale though.
The hole in his bedroom floor brought the evening’s events rushing back into Celdic’s groggy head when he awoke in the morning. Celdic wondered if the exhaustion he felt was a result of the energy he had unleashed. He had never felt drained the way he had the previous night, not even after a full day of practicing combat.
Celdic felt Li and Lendel ahead of them on the path, once again arguing as they waited.
“But what if it is,” Lendel was saying insistently. “What if right now an author somewhere was writing the story about you? All of the things happening to you are a result of what the author writes.”
“’What if’s’ are no basis for a real argument,” Li replied disdainfully. “How would you explain the physics involved in creating my existence from the imagination of some overly-creative writer?”
“That’s the point,” Lendel declared triumphantly. “If you envision two imaginary people in your head, then pretend they are individuals who think they are individuals, you have just created two self-aware people.”
“But they are imaginary, Lendel,” Li explained patiently. “They are not real.”
“How do you know you are real?” Lendel asked with a twisted smile. “Maybe the person imagining you is a lot better at imagining things than us humans.”
“I can’t argue against ‘maybes’ and what ‘if’s’,” Li declared, turning to meet Celdic and Chale. “Thank goodness you arrived. Now I can have a real conversation.”
“What if’s are the basis for every discovery we have ever made,” Lendel said, refusing to be ignored. “If you ignore the maybes and what ifs, you might as well get rid of the wheel.”
“Now you are just being dramatic,” Li said with a sniff. “The wheel was invented by a person who could show how the physics interacted, and thus prove their point. If you can’t show any evidence to support your theory, then it is just a fantasy.”
“It’s a very nice fantasy though,” Chale told Lendel reassuringly.
“I give up,” Lendel said, raising his hands to the sky. “You are just too narrow-minded to see possibilities when they are staring you in the face.”
“Why don’t I just prove it to you,” Li said with a sly smile. “I’ll write a story about someone who comes into our world and tells us what you said is true. If it doesn’t happen, then you lose.”
Lendel frowned, looking uncertain whether his sister had cleverly outmaneuvered him. “I’m not saying humans can do it; just another kind of being somewhere.”
“The perfect kind of theory:” Li replied dryly, “No way to test it, so it can’t be proven wrong.”
“What do you think Selindria is going to do to you to teach you how to lie?” Celdic asked Chale, trying to change the subject.
“I have no idea,” Chale said with a shrug. “She’ll probably have me lie until I can control my resonance so it doesn’t give me away.”
“Of all people, I think Celdic is the one who should be worried the most,” Li said seriously. “He is going to be stuck fighting Jalorm and Selindria.”
“I was trying to forget about that,” Celdic said, grimacing slightly. “I hope using your yar in combat is easy to learn.”
“You’ll catch on quickly,” Lendel assured him. “It is just like breathing after a little while.”
“Sometimes he has trouble breathing,” Chale said dryly, glancing meaningfully at Li.
“I don’t think Jalorm is going to cause that kind of a problem,” Lendel laughed.
Celdic received a steady stream of inquisitive stares as he entered the school grounds. Most of the students had not seen the cause of the overpowering resonance that had appeared the day before and they were eager to find out who it was. Celdic was not used to being the object of so many people’s attention. His ability to use his yar to feel the environment around him made it much worse. He was aware of the people who were openly curious about him as well as those who were trying not to be interested and failing. Celdic felt like he was on display without any clothes on. Chale took the lead, staring down her nose at the other students.
“All make way for the Supreme Chancellor!” Chale announced to the gaggle of gawkers who were all around them. “You can pay your obeisance after lunch.”
Lendel laughed, clearly enjoying his friend’s discomfort. “We should have brought some red carpet.”
Celdic made his way to Selindria’s class with his honor guard issuing commands the whole way. When they arrived at Selindria’s classroom, Chale and Li moved on to their own class in Rajan Compounds. Celdic sat at his desk and focused on not making eye contact with the other students in class who were watching him curiously.
Celdic blinked when he saw Selindria enter the room through her office door. He had not felt her resonance with his yar until she entered the classroom. Celdic’s father had told him it was not possible to hide your resonance. He would have to inquire about it during their evening training session.
“Welcome back class,” Selindria greeted her students from the front of the class. Her waist-length, dark brown hair hung loosely over her shoulders. Her cat-like eyes flickered towards Celdic for a moment before continuing on to the rest of the class. “As you have all probably noticed, Celdic can now use his yar. Captain Jalorm and I will be giving Celdic extra lessons in the evenings to help him catch up with the rest of you on the use of combat with your yar.”
Selindria frowned at one of the empty chairs in the front row where Andaya usually sat. “Does anyone know why Andaya is not here today?”
None of the students replied, which was not surprising. Andaya’s know-it-all attitude had distanced her classmates from her. Celdic tried to search for her with his yar, sifting through the rest of the school and then into the city. He had no idea what her resonance would feel like, but he thought he might recognize her when he found her. After several seconds of searching, Celdic began to doubt whether he would be able to recognize her resonance.
“Perhaps she is in this room already,” Selindria suggested with a small smile. “Perhaps she is standing behind one of you with a knife to your throat.”
As one, every student twisted in their seats to see if anyone was behind them. When they looked forward again, Andaya was sitting in her chair, looking extremely pleased with herself. Celdic could now feel her resonance, emanating as strongly as the other student's resonances.
David, one of the students who had a habit of mumbling to himself, stared at Andaya in puzzlement. “How did she do that?”
“This is a new skill I will be teaching you,” Selindria said. “It is called a light curtain. Essentially, you use your yar to bend the light waves that would normally hit you so they go around you instead. This skill is usually only taught to the Guardians, but the Elders have decided all of the students will be taught the skill from now on.”
“How was she hiding her resonance?” Celdic asked curiously.
“That’s a little more complicated,” Selindria replied. “A person’s resonance is just a series of wavelengths. Some of you may have studied the architecture of Tenral’s music hall. The walls are lined with special materials so the echoes from the instruments do not cancel out the new notes being played. The basis for hiding your resonance is creating an inverted wavelength of the same velocity with your yar so the originating resonance is cancelled out by the synthetic wavelength your yar creates. Those of you who are very familiar with your own resonant signature will find it easier to simulate a wavelength to cancel out your resonance.”
Selindria’s statement was met with a broad silence as her students tried to work their way through her explanation. Celdic studied his own resonance, trying to simulate the wavelength with his yar. Celdic felt Lendel’s resonance vanish beside him as his friend successfully tried experimenting with the new technique. The other students remained bashfully exposed, most of them clueless as to what Selindria’s explanation meant. David was mumbling inaudibly, with a disgruntled expression on his face.
Celdic could feel the small concussions surrounding his resonance as the wavelengths collided with matching wavelengths simulated by his yar. His resonance was not completely undetectable, but with a little more familiarity with his own resonance, Celdic felt confident he would be able to mask it entirely.
“Very good, Celdic and Lendel,” Selindria congratulated them with a smile. “Hiding your resonance is much more complicated than bending the light around you.”
Selindria split the class into four groups, with Celdic, Lendel, Andaya and herself each in charge of a group. Celdic spent the rest of the class teaching his peers how to hide their resonance. Before the end of class, all of the students were able to hide their resonance partially, and Celdic had completely concealed his own. David, or Mumbles, as Celdic and Lendel often referred to him, took the entire hour to grasp the concept of hiding his resonance. Furious mumbling noises would follow his failed attempts to conceal his resonance.
“What was that?” Eric, a blonde haired youth with a malicious twinkle in his blue eyes asked David loudly. “I can’t understand a word you just said.”
“Stuff it,” David retorted sullenly, lapsing back into inaudible mumbles.
Eric laughed scornfully and then began mumbling just loudly enough for everyone to hear him. “My grandmother dallied with a goat, so I can’t speak like a normal human. I wish I could just eat grass, instead of learning how to talk like a human being. My mother would be—.”
Eric’s sentence was interrupted by the full-armed punch connecting with his jaw, lifting him several inches off the ground and laying him out cold on the floor between the desks. David stood red-faced and breathing hard through his nostrils, glaring down at Eric’s still form.
The whole class had gone completely silent as all of the students turned to stare in shock at Eric and then at David. Selindria calmly walked through the students and looked down at Eric thoughtfully. She turned to David with an upraised eyebrow.
“You can’t just leave him lying in the walkway. Drag him to the back of the classroom.” With that, Selindria turned and walked back to her small group of students and resumed her instruction.
Some of the students stared at Selindria in shock, obviously expecting her to reprimand David for his outburst. Celdic was more familiar with her sense of justice than his peers were.
The classes throughout the rest of the day seemed to pass by in a blur. It seemed the best way to make time move quickly, was to find something unpleasant to wait on. Celdic wondered if his Physics teacher, Jence, might have a theory on that. Jence had a theory for just about every unknown, as well as several well-accepted knowns.
By the time Celdic finished his last class in Social Studies he was looking forward to the combat training just so it would be over. The worst part would be the crowd. Celdic knew it would probably be humiliating and painful, but if it was just Selindria and Jalorm he had to suffer in front of he could have handled it. All throughout the day people had questioned him if it was true he was going to be fighting with Selindria and Jalorm. The whole school would be there.
“Hey, your lordship, how was your day?” Li asked with a twinkle in her brown eyes. She and Chale joined him on the path to the combat field.
Celdic groaned. “Kill me now, and let it be done.”
“That takes all of the fun out of it though,” Li smiled, patting his arm reassuringly. The physical contact was enough to divert his thoughts of the pending fight to his proximity to Li. She was standing very close, walking hip to hip with him. At least he would have a small comfort before his public humiliation.
“I’m more worried about you hurting them, after what you did last night with the spider,” Chale said seriously.
Celdic had not thought of that. Perhaps things would not turn out so bad after all. He would have to be very careful not to hurt them. Perhaps if the force he pushed out with covered more surface area it would be weaker.
“Are you ready for some fun?” Lendel asked, panting as he caught up to them.
“We’ll see,” Celdic muttered under his breath. Lendel laughed, as if he had made a joke.
Selindria was already at the combat field with Jalorm. Celdic could tell Jalorm looked a lot less sure of himself than he had the day before. Selindria was talking to him in low tones, with her back to Celdic. There was already a large group of students along the bleachers overlooking the combat field. The atmosphere felt charged with excited expectation. Some of the students shouted encouragement to Celdic when they saw him arrive.
“Good luck, little brother,” Chale said impishly, pulling a grinning Lendel with her to the bleachers.
Celdic turned to say something caustic to Chale, but the words died on his lips as Li wrapped her arms around him in a tight embrace. “Do be careful out there,” Li said quietly. “I would hate to be stuck alone with Lendel and Chale.”
Celdic tried to reply, but it came out as a croak. He cleared his throat roughly. “I’ll do my best,” he managed to mumble before she had released him and moved over to the bleachers to sit next to Chale.
Celdic walked over to where Selindria stood watching with a small smile, next to Jalorm who was smiling sardonically. Celdic avoided looking at Jalorm, focusing on Selindria’s ageless features.
“So how do we proceed?” Celdic asked, surprised his voice did not shake at all.
“A few guidelines should probably be established,” Selindria replied, looking at Jalorm sternly. He looked back at her innocently.
“First,” Selindria began, “no killing moves. Try to avoid breaking bones. The object is to incapacitate without harming.”
Selindria paused, studying Celdic thoughtfully. “I warned Jalorm your yar could be dangerous, but he still insists on participating. Try not to put any holes in him.”
Celdic was not surprised Selindria had learned of his energy outburst the previous night. His parents would have sent word to her in the morning.
Selindria backed away, crouching slightly. “Begin.”
Celdic blinked, surprised at the short prelude. He immediately focused his yar on the two people in front of him, sensing every muscle, every breath and every heartbeat. The only warning he had was Selindria’s muscles tensing slightly, but by the time he sensed it, she was already on him. Her arm was flashing towards his neck, trying for a quick knockout strike. Celdic instinctively deflected her arm, following up with a sliding jab of his own towards her neck. As quick as his jab was, it was too slow. Celdic felt her arms moving at lightning speed to seize his wrist, pulling him towards her. She dropped to the ground and rolled backwards, all the while pulling his wrist along with her. As she rolled backwards, her legs shot out and pushed against Celdic’s chest. She completed the backward roll, launching Celdic twelve feet into the air. Celdic spun as he flew through the air, righting himself so he would land in a crouch. Before he even hit the ground, she was attacking him again. Her foot made a feint at his knee and Celdic automatically raised his own foot to block her. Halfway through the kick, she changed her target and snapped her foot at his head. He felt the wind breeze past his ear and he barely craned his neck to the side in time. While her leg was still extended, Celdic kicked at her grounded knee, only to have her leap backwards into a flip, landing gracefully on her feet. Celdic felt a presence behind his left ear and made the mistake of turning towards it. He could feel her with his yar, but he knew he would not be able to turn back in time for her lightning attack. Celdic steeled himself for the blow. As he did, he felt his yar harden around him, reacting to his instinctive defensive posture. When Selindria’s open palm smashed into his solar plexus, all he felt was a slight vibration. Her eyes widened in surprise as he remained grounded to the spot she had struck him. Celdic could tell from the loud crack accompanying the heavy blow that it should have sent him flying through the air again. Trying to capitalize on her surprise, he struck back with the palm of his fist. She blocked it easily and delivered another quick feint at his face. He craned his neck sideways, preparing for a kick when her arm suddenly stopped retracting and shot out again with a smart slap on his eyes. Celdic tried to blink away the automatic tears blurring his vision, but before he could react to what his yar told him was a roundhouse to his solar plexus, he was flying through the air again, gasping as he tried to get his wind back.
Only a couple of seconds had passed since the fight began. Celdic managed to land without breaking any of his bones. He struggled to stand in a defensive posture while getting his wind back. Before he could finish, Selindria stood nose to nose with him, her fingers curled around his Adam’s apple.
“You’re dead,” she said coolly.
Celdic had fought Selindria before, so it came as a very disturbing realization that she had been holding back a lot in previous fights. He could not remember her moving this fast, her limbs blurring in the air as they sought out his vulnerabilities.
Celdic finally got his wind back. “Being dead sure feels a lot like being alive.”
Selindria smiled slightly at his joke. “When you feel something unexpected near you when you are in the middle of the fight, use your yar to sense it. Don’t let your eyes be drawn away from the primary target.”
Celdic nodded, catching his breath. The fact Selindria was not breathing hard at all did not surprise Celdic. He had seen her combat every student in the class individually without getting the least bit winded at the end of it. Celdic wondered if there was a trick she was doing with her yar.
“Jalorm and I are both going to attack you now so you can see the full benefit of using your yar,” Selindria said, waving Jalorm over behind Celdic.
Celdic swallowed, realizing the true humiliation was about to begin. With his yar, Celdic could feel the satisfied grin on Jalorm’s face. The students in the bleachers were quiet now as they realized he would be fighting the two most capable fighters in Tenral at once.
Before Selindria finished saying begin, Celdic felt Jalorm striking from behind him. Jalorm appeared to be every bit as fast as Selindria. Before the kick aimed for his mid-back could connect, Celdic dropped to the ground and kicked out at Jalorm’s remaining leg. Jalorm sprang upward over Celdic’s kick, easily avoiding what should have been an excellent vulnerability. Celdic felt Selindria blurring through the air towards him and dove sideways just as her foot connected with the air where his neck had been. Jalorm was already on top of him again, aiming a kick at his ribs. Celdic turned slightly and brought his elbow down hard on the top of Jalorm’s foot. There was a satisfying crunching sound. Celdic knew he had broken a few bones. Jalorm’s face no longer held any trace of amusement. He danced around Celdic jabbing and kicking, seeking for any openings. Celdic fought with all of the skills he knew, almost always on the defensive as Selindria and Jalorm pushed him further backwards. The constant training he had with his father was paying off. Celdic’s body was reacting to the attacks automatically. If he took time to think about reacting to their attacks, he knew he would be too slow. It was also obvious Selindria was once again holding back. Several times, she could have sent him flying through the air, but she had ignored the openings as if she had not seen them.
As Celdic fell into the rhythm of the fight, he began experimenting with his yar. He did not want to use it to attack; he knew something would probably go wrong. Instead, he used it to try to put more speed into his movements. When he stepped away from a punch, he would push away from the ground with his yar at an angle. The first attempt almost knocked him onto his back, but he turned it into a backward roll. After several tries, he was able to use just enough yar to give him the speed, without ruining his balance. He felt an enormous difference in his physical endurance when using his yar to aid him. Was Selindria using this technique as well? He could not feel her using her yar, but that did not mean she was not using it. It would explain the amazing speed she displayed when attacking.
Celdic felt the presence of a third entity closing in behind him. Rather than losing focus on Selindria and Jalorm, he used his yar to identify the presence. It was just that, a presence. It was made up of enough yar vibrations to feel like an approaching person, but on closer inspection, there was no physical shell or complexity to the presence. Selindria, who had been poised to strike, smiled when she saw him ignore the hollow presence.
“So it’s true, you can learn,” Selindria said approvingly, launching herself back at him at full speed.
Jalorm looked infuriated by his inability to break through Celdic’s defense. His eyes took on a feral gleam and his attacks became more violent. Celdic danced around his two attackers in growing alarm as he watched the force Jalorm was putting into his strikes. Celdic knew a normal person could not hit with as much force as Jalorm was using, not by half. One of Jalorm’s blows finally penetrated Celdic’s tight defense while he was fending off a series of jabs from Selindria. The open-palmed thrust hit him in the back of the head, knocking his head forward so his chin jabbed into his chest. Celdic saw stars forming in his eyes. He could feel Jalorm’s kick moving towards his back at a speed he knew would probably break his spine. Desperately, Celdic struck out with his yar behind him in a broad wave of energy. He did not want to damage Jalorm too badly, but he felt justified in some serious bruising.
Unfortunately, Celdic had not accounted for the extra push his panic put into the thrust. Jalorm’s body sailed up into the air, along with a wide swath of grass. It was lucky for Jalorm the forest was only fifty feet away from where they were fighting. He flew into the branches of one of the large evergreens to the cracking sound of breaking branches. Amazingly, he grabbed onto one of the upper limbs and gracefully navigated down to the bottom of the tree.
Celdic felt Selindria relax her stance next to him. “That’s enough for today, I think.”
Celdic nodded, suddenly exhausted. The sun had moved far enough for it to have been at least half an hour of constant fighting. The spectators at the bleachers cheered, clapping their hands and stomping their feet. Celdic heard Lendel shout, “That’s my boy!”
Selindria turned to watch Jalorm walk back towards them, his face expressionless in the distance. “That was pretty good for your first time using your yar in combat,” she complimented him.
Celdic could not help feeling a small glow of pleasure at the praise. He had expected things to turn out much, much worse.
The crowd of students who had been watching Celdic greeted him enthusiastically. He was too tired to feel bashful from all of the attention. David stopped mumbling long enough to give him a thumbs-up. Lendel ran up and clapped him on the back with a loud guffaw.
“You sure showed him!” Lendel laughed, his eyes dancing with glee. “He’ll never hear the end of it from the other Guardians now. Bested by a student; that will really bruise his inflated ego.”
“If I didn’t have the use of my yar, it would have turned out a lot different,” Celdic said wearily. It was still disturbing him, the amount of power Jalorm had put into those strikes. They were not the result of his yar reinforcing his physical strength; Celdic would have felt that. Jalorm’s inhuman strength seemed to derive completely from his physical frame. Celdic would have to ask Selindria about it. Perhaps she would even tell him.
“Well, it’s a good thing you did have the use of your yar then,” Lendel said with a grin. His grin widened as they reached Chale and Li. “And now we get to the finale of the evening’s events. Chale gets to learn how to lie properly.”
Chale stuck her tongue out at Lendel.
“Is that an invitation?” Lendel inquired lightly, grinning at her impudently.
“An invitation to go suck on a toad,” Chale replied dryly.
“You know, they’re actually not too bad,” Lendel said seriously, “though I would recommend the spotted ones. They have a particularly zesty taste to them.”
Celdic felt himself falling into a daze, barely aware of what was going on around him. His exhaustion threatened to pull him into the blissful oblivion of unconsciousness. Sleeping on the field seemed a very welcome idea. Lendel’s sharp elbow to his ribs brought him back to reality with a grunt.
“Are you really falling asleep?” Lendel exclaimed in astonishment. “I’ve seen you work five times longer on the combat field without getting tired.”
“He did the same thing last night after he killed that poor spider,” Chale said as she watched Selindria begin moving toward her. “I think using his yar to affect the physical world really drains him.”
Selindria stopped in front of them, appraising Celdic with a trained eye. “Lendel, you and Li get Celdic home. He’s not going to make it on his own. Chale, you come with me.”
Celdic tried to protest, but it took too much energy to make his mouth actually move, so he just blinked at them stupidly.
Lendel looked torn between his desire to watch Chale go through her torture session with Selindria and the pleasure he would surely have if Celdic collapsed on the way home. Letting Lendel desecrate his unconscious body was very high on the list of things Celdic never wanted to happen. He stirred himself awake enough to react.
“You go ahead with Chale,” Celdic tried to say firmly, but it came out as more of a mumble. “I can make it home just fine.”
Celdic’s reluctance was all of the motivation Lendel needed. He looked back at Celdic and grinned. “What’s the matter? You don’t think I would take advantage of your comatose body, do you?”
“Not while I’m around you won’t,” Li said firmly, stepping up to pull Celdic’s arm over her shoulder.
“I was just kidding Li,” Lendel protested. “I can take him home. You should stay with Chale.”
“All of you will go home now,” Selindria’s voice called from several hundred feet away.
“Her ears hear way too much,” Lendel muttered sourly, though very quietly. With a sigh, he walked to Celdic’s other side and slung Celdic’s other arm over his shoulder and the two of them began dragging him home. Celdic was not sure if he was more hindrance than help as he tried to walk with them holding him up. He was only vaguely aware of the two of them wrangling as they made their way home. He caught a few traces of “… he really wouldn’t care if we did just a little bit…” from Lendel, followed by a harsh, “Absolutely not!” from Li. He just did not have enough energy to care. He had a vague memory of his parents asking if he was all right and hauling him off to bed. Then there was blessed darkness.
Celdic woke up to the sound of an insistent knocking at his door. He groggily opened his eyes to reveal the morning light streaming through his window. It was much too light. Celdic sat up with a start.
“Celdic, are you going to join the world of the living today?” His mother’s voice called through the door.
“I’m up,” Celdic replied slowly. He felt completely refreshed from the previous days’ events. In fact, he felt more refreshed than he had ever felt in his life. He jumped off his bed and dressed quickly. He made his way to the kitchen where his parents and Chale were already eating breakfast. Chale looked up and Celdic gasped. Her eyes had large dark rings under them and were red with bloodshot. She looked terrible, made worse by her naturally innocent looking features.
“What happened to you?” Celdic asked in amazement.
She stared at him balefully for a moment before answering. “Sleep deprivation.” She spat the word out with so much venom Celdic almost recoiled.
“Sleep deprivation?” Celdic asked in bewilderment. “Why can’t you sleep?”
“Because your favorite teacher is forcing sleepbane down my throat twice a day,” Chale snapped bitterly. “I haven’t slept in two days.”
Celdic blinked at her. “What are you talking about? You slept just fine yesterday.”
“No, you slept just fine yesterday,” Chale said resentfully. “All night, all day and then all night again as a matter of fact.”
Celdic stared at her in shock and then looked to his mother for confirmation. She nodded with a small smile on her face.
“Apparently it’s hard work being a hero,” Chale said caustically, still eyeing him balefully with her bloodshot eyes. “Half an hour of fighting lays them out for two days.”
Celdic suddenly understood why he felt so refreshed. Two days in bed. Lendel would be even worse than Chale about his need for extra sleep.
“Why didn’t you wake me up yesterday?” Celdic demanded, looking back and forth at his parents. His father gave a small laugh.
“When a bucket of water in your face didn’t wake you, we decided you probably needed your sleep,” his father said with a grin.
His mother looked at her husband disapprovingly. “I turned my back for one second and he and Chale took advantage of it. I was worried there might be something wrong with you but Selindria said this happens to people who can use their yar to affect the physical world. She said it was like any other muscle and the more you exercise the ability, the less fatigued you will become from prolonged use.”
Celdic grunted, glad there was an end in sight. “So that means I’ll be sleeping like a log for the next couple of months,” Celdic said reluctantly.
“Oh what a terrible thing that would be,” Chale said sarcastically.
“So what did Selindria teach you anyway?” Celdic asked curiously.
“I thought it would be fairly obvious,” Chale laughed humorlessly. “She’s teaching me how to lie under torture.”
“Torture?” Celdic asked in shock, sure that Chale was inflating the situation.
His mother nodded sympathetically. “All of the Guardians have to go through this training to pass the final test. No sleep, no food and no water. Then during the questioning they are put in one of the saunas and cooked to a low broil while they are questioned.”
“That’s torture!” Celdic exclaimed, shaken to his core. “The council would never allow torture.”
“You would be surprised at what the council would allow,” his mother said dryly.
“What’s to keep her from eating right now?” Celdic asked with a frown. “It wouldn’t be her own integrity, that’s for sure.”
Before his sister could respond with a biting reply, his mother stifled her laugh and explained. “Selindria fed her some gutrot along with the sleepbane. If she tries to eat or drink anything, she’ll puke it back up.”
“All of this is necessary to teach her how to lie?” Celdic asked doubtfully.
“To teach her how to lie under pressure,” his father corrected him. “Anybody can be taught to lie when there is no encouragement for telling the truth. Things change drastically when you are under pressure. Before Chale is done, she will be warring with her desire to give in to their demands just to get a little sleep or water. It turns into a battle of will. It is the reason there are so many more regular guards than Guardians. Most of them tried to become Guardians, but couldn’t pass the lie test.”
Chale looked like her anger alone would be enough to keep her from giving in. Celdic suddenly understood why she was being so angry. It was her way of creating an energy reserve, something to cling to besides her constant hunger and fatigue. Celdic decided to help keep her anger simmering throughout the day.
“Doesn’t sound too hard,” Celdic said casually. “I mean, if Jalorm could do it, anybody could do it.”
Neither of his parents said anything, but Chale’s eyes flashed with anger and Celdic grinned at her.
“Actually, Jalorm lasted eight days,” his mother informed him in a matter-of-fact tone. “He would have lasted longer, or died, but Selindria said he was done.”
“How long are you supposed to do it?” Celdic asked in alarm.
“It’s different for each person,” his mother said slowly. “Jalorm was a special case, as you will probably learn later from Selindria. Usually it will continue after you have already passed, just to see what your stamina is. So for the most part, it lasts until you break.”
“I still don’t know why I’m the one going through this torture session when Celdic is the one who wants to become a Guardian,” Chale said bitterly. “I’ll go fight Jalorm and Selindria any day in exchange for this.”
“Don’t jump to conclusions,” his mother said darkly. “If Celdic had not had the use of his yar, he would have been killed, according to Selindria.”
Celdic shivered. He remembered all too well the way his yar had sensed Jalorm’s kick striking at his spine. If not for his yar, Jalorm would have crippled him at the least.
“You two had better get going,” their father told them, looking out the window at the brightening day. “They’ll probably excuse you for a little tardiness, but I wouldn’t expect too much leniency.”
Celdic nodded, stretching as he stood up to leave. He did feel a lot better today. The two days of sleep made him feel fully alert. School would also be much more bearable, without the impending fight with Selindria and Jalorm foreshadowing his day.
As Celdic and Chale began walking towards the school, Celdic realized with a pang that Li and Lendel would already be at school. He had been looking forward to being with Li; feeling this good made him want to share it with her somehow.
As he looked over at his stoically suffering sister, Celdic tried to keep his natural feelings of compassion in check, reminding himself of all of the terrible pranks she played on him growing up, but it just would not work. Her innocent face always made it so difficult. To see such innocence going through so much pain was impossible for someone like Celdic to ignore. He knew there was nothing he could say to help her in any way. She would resent any help, even if he had any to give. With a sigh, Celdic walked along with Chale silently. He felt her hunger almost as if it were his own as his yar passed through her. He could almost feel the suffering inside of her. He wished there were a way to share some of the extra life he felt in himself with his sister. Experimentally, Celdic tried to push outward with the emotion of well-being he felt inside. It felt almost like projecting his yar, but instead it was just the emotion without the energy behind it. He felt Chale’s shock and realized he had done something.
“What did you do?” Chale demanded in wonder.
Celdic gaped when he looked at her. All of the red was gone from her eyes and the shadows had completely disappeared. What had he done? She was staring back at him wide-eyed, unsure of whether he was responsible for the sudden change.
“I don’t know,” Celdic said in a strangled voice. “I was just trying to project some of the happiness I felt this morning towards you. I didn’t think anything would happen!”
The two of them stood there staring at each other wide eyed for several moments as they realized the implications of what had happened.
“That’s impossible,” Chale whispered. “I didn’t even feel you use your yar.”
“I didn’t use my yar,” Celdic replied, his brow creased in thought. “I sensed how miserable you were feeling with my yar, but all I did was try and push the emotion of well-being I felt towards you too.”
She gave him a strange look and began walking towards the school again. “I wonder what Selindria will think. She’s going to suspect some kind of antidote for the gutrot and sleepbane.”
“Probably,” Celdic agreed cautiously, unsure of where his sister’s temper might land. He felt as if he could feel her emotions, almost like empathy, but much stronger. She felt brittle, close to tears. She never cried. When she had broken her leg on the combat field, she had let out a scream of pure rage, rather than pain. It made Celdic very unsure, with her feeling so brittle.
“Stop doing that,” Chale said absently.
“Doing what?” Celdic asked blankly.
“Projecting your emotions on me,” Chale replied, glancing at him sideways. “I feel like you’re walking on eggshells next to me.”
“You can sense what I’m feeling?” Celdic asked in surprise.
“Only when you seem to be focusing on me,” Chale said slowly.
She was still watching him sideways, studying him as if he were some kind of stranger. He could feel her sense of wonder, mixed with small doses of excitement and doubt.
Celdic tried to pull his emotions in, focusing them on the ground next to him instead of in her direction. “Can you feel anything now?”
“Almost nothing,” Chale replied with a small frown. “What are you doing different?”
“I tried focusing my emotions on the ground next to me, instead of in your direction,” Celdic replied.
“Hmmm….” Chale had her head tilted sideways and her lips pursed. “What about emotions like anger? Try projecting anger at me.”
Celdic frowned, feeling extremely reluctant. For some reason the very idea of projecting anger seemed wrong. “I don’t think anger would be a good idea.”
She opened her mouth to protest, but Celdic cut her off. “It just feels wrong. Almost like it is instinctive. I think something bad might happen to one of us if I do that.” Celdic really meant something bad would happen to her. She seemed to understand, because she nodded without arguing.
“Fair enough. Try something you don’t think would be bad.” Chale had slowed their pace down so they would take another five minutes before reaching the school. “Let’s see how many different emotions you can project and what kind of effects they have.”
Celdic was not sure he wanted to be an object of one of her experiments, but he was curious as well. He tried projecting curiosity towards her.
“Wow!” Chale exclaimed, her eyes widening. “Amazing! Do you always feel curiosity on this scale, or is it just magnified by whatever it is you are doing?”
“I would have to know at what scale you normally feel curiosity in order to answer that question,” Celdic replied dryly. “Why, does it feel really strong?”
“Like I’ve never been curious before now,” Chale replied wonderingly. “This is too weird.”
“Too weird,” Celdic agreed, unsure of whether this was good or bad.
“Ok, try a different emotion,” Chale suggested eagerly.
Celdic laughed at her eagerness, and was suddenly mirrored by Chale as she burst into peels of uncontrollable laughter.
“You’re in better spirits than I expected you to be.” Selindria’s voice came from behind them.
Celdic spun around to see Selindria behind them in her normal black-clad outfit, watching Chale suspiciously with a cup in her hand.
Celdic immediately tried to reign in his emotions and direct them towards the ground, anywhere but towards Selindria. He did not want anyone else to know about this new development yet.
“Hello Selindria,” Chale said brightly, her eyes sparkling.
Selindria’s eyes narrowed as she continued studying Chale. “What have you done,” she muttered under her breath. “I came to give you your next dose of gutrot and sleepbane.” Selindria paused, absently swirling the liquid in the cup around. “Have you slept or had anything to eat or drink?”
Celdic felt Selindria’s suddenly overpowering yar wrap itself tightly around Chale, as light as a feather. It seemed to be seeking any kind of crack or distortion in her resonance as she replied.
“No, Selindria, I would never do that,” Chale replied sweetly. “It’s against the rules.”
Selindria’s lips curved slightly, just shy of a smile. “I’m sure you wouldn’t.” She handed the cup to Chale and watched her drink it, both with her eyes and her Yar. After watching Chale stare back at her innocently for several seconds, Selindria turned and walked away with an unreadable expression on her face.
They both knew better than to start talking until they were sure Selindria was far out of sight. Her excellent hearing would land Chale right back in the torture chamber if they were not careful.
“All right, let’s go to class,” Chale suggested quietly, “but after school, we need to go test this out some more.”
Celdic arrived at his third hour class a few minutes late, earning him a glower from Richard, who taught Rajan Compounds. Richard picked up where he had paused when Celdic walked in without making an issue of his tardiness. Celdic was almost never late, so he was rewarded with some leniency.
Richard had been teaching Rajan Compounds for almost twenty years. His bald head was as shiny as a well-polished crystal, reflecting the light from the sunroofs above. His face was almost completely unlined, though he was well into his sixties. The only exceptions were the scowl lines on his brow that were the only expression he ever showed outside of his normal dusty passiveness.
“As I was saying,” Richard continued in his dusty voice, “the reason you have never heard of the plants we will be studying for the coming months is because they were only taught to Guardians until now. The Council of Elders has decided all students will be taught how to use these compounds from now on.”
With his yar, Celdic could feel one of the female Guardians walking toward his classroom. He was still too new with yar to recognize people by their resonance alone. Celdic turned his attention back to what Richard was saying.
“Since today’s lesson will involve using a Rajan compound as a weapon, we will have a Guardian aiding our class today.” Richard looked expectantly at the door, obviously prepared for the exact time his Guardian would arrive.
Celdic recognized her as one of the newer Guardians, but the only name he had ever heard her called by was Leo. She had a short mane of yellow golden hair that stopped just short of her shoulders. She was just shy of pretty, though it was very close. When she saw all of the students craned around in their desks staring at her, she smiled a smile that transformed her face into a kind of exotic beauty.
“Thank you for coming, Lestrianna,” Richard said to the newcomer in his dusty, emotionless voice.
“My pleasure,” Lestrianna replied with another radiant smile. “I’m just envious I didn’t get to learn this stuff when I was their age.”
“Indeed,” Richard said absently, never one for small talk. “We’ll begin with a demonstration of soul snare. It is one of the more potent Rajan compounds, as well as the most highly used. As its name indicates, it creates an anchor point in the spirit realm and constrains your spirit to the same place in the physical realm. Trying to move your body becomes excruciatingly painful because your spirit cannot follow your physical body, which causes a tearing sensation.”
Andaya, who sat at the front of the class as usual, raised her hand into the air. Richard stared at her for several moments before finally nodding at her to speak up.
“What happens to a person if their spirit is torn completely from their body?” she asked curiously. “Does their body continue to live without their spirit?”
“Only as a vegetable,” Richard replied. “If the spirit becomes completely detached, it usually will not be able to connect to its body again.”
Celdic did not usually ask questions, since he would probably hear the answer somewhere in the lesson anyway, but he could not help himself now.
“What would happen if a person was poisoned with soul snare and their body was forcibly moved away by another person?” Celdic asked with a kind of morbid curiosity.
“You would find it very difficult to move a body affected by soul snare,” Lestrianna said seriously. “The body is very tightly attached to the spirit. In fact, there have been times when Guardians have used soul snare on themselves to save their lives. A couple of years ago, Captain Jorbran was teaching a new Guardian some scouting techniques on the cliffs north of the Rajan Gardens. One of the cliff overhangs fell out from under Captain Jorbran. He managed to dose himself with some soul snare before he hit the ground. It was rather strange looking when we arrived with some rope to tie around him and catch him when the soul snare wore off. He was just hanging in the middle of the air, completely paralyzed. It looked like time had just stopped in the middle of his plummet to the ground.”
Quite a few wows echoed around the class. Celdic was impressed. It was quick thinking indeed to have thought of taking soul snare while falling from a cliff.
“How do you use it as a weapon?” Andaya asked curiously.
Lestrianna reached down to her belt and pulled a small fluted tube, along with a small, feathered dart. “With a blow dart.”
“How long until it takes affect?” Andaya asked, clearly enjoying the opportunity to take so much of the talking time.
“About three heart beats,” Lestrianna replied, carefully inserting the dart into the small hollow tube. Celdic felt the excitement in the class suddenly spike all around him as the students realized Lestrianna was actually going to do a demonstration on someone.
“Don’t worry,” Lestrianna said with a twinkle in her eye. “I won’t pick one of you out for a demonstration to the rest of the class. All of you get to experience it.”
The hairs on Celdic’s neck suddenly stood stiffly erect. The excitement flooding the class turned to instant apprehension. After hearing the drastic descriptions of the possible side-effects soul snare could cause, none of the students wanted to have it used on them.
“Don’t worry,” Lestrianna laughed at their sudden trepidation. “We do this all of the time as Guardians, just to stay in practice. We haven’t ever had an accident. At least, that’s what I’ve been told.” Lestrianna grinned, clearly enjoying the students’ discomfort.
Richard moved back to his desk and sat back in his large chair, watching the rest of the class as Lestrianna continued.
“So who’s going to be our first volunteer?” Lestrianna asked with a toothy grin.
Andaya’s hand shot up in the air again. “How long will it last?”
“Normally it lasts until sunset,” Lestrianna replied, focusing on Andaya. “But we carry another compound to reverse the effects, so only a few minutes.”
When Lestrianna finished speaking, she raised the blowpipe to her lips and expertly shot the dart into Andaya’s neck. Andaya’s eyes had barely begun to widen in shock when she suddenly froze in place. The room was completely silent as the other students stared at Andaya with a small mixture of interest and a large dose of satisfaction.
“We’ve been trying to do that for years,” Lendel joked with a broad smile. “All we needed was--"
His comment was cut short when a small dart buried itself into his neck as well. He had not been watching Lestrianna, so his mirthful expression froze in place. Celdic grinned at Lendel when he felt his friend’s incredulity with his yar. Celdic could feel the strange field of substance spreading throughout Lendel’s body, welding him in place. It reminded Celdic of a moth stuck in the mud. Celdic wondered what the soul snare stuck to in the spirit realm. Was the spirit realm so dense with matter that a physical substance could attach to it? How could objects in the spirit realm still move if the spirit realm was so dense?
Celdic’s thoughts were interrupted when his yar detected one of the small darts zipping toward him. Without thinking, Celdic lashed out with his yar, striking at the dart with a burst of energy. There was a loud boom as several square feet of concrete blew out of the roof and went flying into the distant hills.
Lestrianna stood staring at the hole in the ceiling, trying to mask her shock. Richard had not reacted more than twitching slightly in his chair from the loud bang, followed by his perpetual scowl.
“It’s a good thing there isn’t another classroom above us, I guess,” Lestrianna said, sounding slightly dazed.
Celdic sat in his desk, red faced as all of the students stared at him in shock. “Sorry,” Celdic mumbled. “I didn’t really think about it. It was just an automatic reaction.”
“Selindria warned me you were a little unstable.” Lestrianna made the comment with a smile to take the sting out of it. “Let’s try again but, this time, don’t do anything.”
Celdic sighed. He had hoped his little display might have exempted him. He purposely made himself stay still while Lestrianna loaded a new dart and aimed it at him. He felt it flying through the air with his yar as if it were in slow motion. It only stung for a moment when it stuck in the side of his neck. A moment later, he felt his body become rigid. His chest felt slightly constricted, though his lungs continued to function properly. He tried experimentally moving his arm. It would not move a hair. If his eyelids had not been petrified, he would have blinked.
The rest of the class who had not been petrified had turned to watch him, obviously expecting another outburst of some kind. Celdic decided to relax until Lestrianna released them. He did not think Richard would appreciate him knocking any more holes in the building.
Lestrianna continued her assault on the class, with students stiffening all around the room. Celdic studied the strange substance congealing onto his spirit from seemingly nowhere. There was a pattern, like a weave, making up the bulk of the substance connecting his spirit to the dark outlines of matter around him. He could feel infinitesimal nodes connecting the ends of each strand to the invisible sludge of matter filling up all of the empty space. Celdic studied the nodes more closely with his yar. They reacted slightly from the contact of his yar. Experimentally, Celdic pulled at one of the nodes with his yar, pulling it away from the black sludge it had adhered to. Nothing happened. Celdic tried to frown, and then realized his face was frozen. Enough was enough. It was time to try to find a way through this.
Celdic studied Lestrianna’s clothing pockets with his yar, searching for the compound she had said would release them from the effects of soul snare. There were two small ceramic containers in her pocket. Celdic recognized the substance in the first container as eclipse, a substance so dense that when it formed a cloud, it created a complete barrier to light. The second container was empty. Celdic remembered Lestrianna saying soul snare normally lasted until sunset. Perhaps it was like snake vine venom, and used the sun’s light for its power. Celdic tried to imitate the eclipse, using his yar to excite the particles surrounding him in the air. A small cloud began forming around Celdic as the invisible particles throughout the room zoomed toward him to join the cloud of charged particles around him. Within a few seconds, the dense cloud completely obscured him from his classmates. The few who still had possession of their faculties were far too interested in Lestrianna’s progress to notice the black mass forming in the back of the class. Lestrianna noticed. Celdic felt her with his yar as she lowered the blowpipe from her lips and watched him with interest. The nodes attached to the dark sludge of matter Celdic was plastered to began to weaken. Celdic pulled harder on the particles of his synthetic cloud, forcing them so close together they began to resemble a solid more than a gas. Celdic felt the nodes binding him whither away and dissolve into the black sludge of matter.
Celdic took a deep breath and was relieved when his body was able to expand with the movement. He relaxed his yar, and the dense black shell surrounding him collapsed inwards, falling to the floor in a fine powder.
When Celdic looked up, Lestrianna was staring at him with an unreadable expression. Richard sat at his desk with a surprised look, the first real expression Celdic had ever seen on his face aside from his scowl. After a moment of silence, Lestrianna muttered, “Cheater,” and continued paralyzing the few remaining students who sat staring at Celdic in amazement.
When she finished petrifying the rest of the class, she slipped the blowpipe back into a small sheath on her forearm and began pacing through the class of immobile youths.
“The first thing to remember, should you ever need to use soul snare in a survival situation, is it only works in the day time and above ground.” Lestrianna paused when she reached the back of the class where Celdic was. “It also won’t work in locations devoid of light, though that usually is not a factor above ground, because keeping a room in total darkness is close to impossible. As you can see, however, it can be done.”
Lestrianna stopped in the middle of the students and pulled the ceramic container out of her pocket. She pulled the lid off and threw the contents into the air. A dense black fog fell out of the air and covered the room in complete darkness. After a moment, the sound of indrawn breaths filled the room as students regained their faculties.
Lendel looked over at Celdic with a hurt expression. “I guess it didn’t bother you to leave me as helpless as jelly. Just looking out for number one, huh?”
Celdic shrugged, ignoring the other students who had turned to look at him. “You looked so serene; I just didn’t want to ruin the moment.”
Lendel snorted, stretching his arms behind his back. “Serene is definitely not the word I would use to describe it.”
Celdic wished the other students would stop staring at him. It was becoming embarrassing. Lestrianna was little better than the students, openly staring at him as if her eyes alone would reveal some answer to the questions Celdic was creating.
“Thank you for your assistance today,” Richard told Lestrianna, breaking the uncomfortable silence as he joined her at the front of the class.
Lestrianna pulled herself together, flashing another dazzling smile at the class. “It was my pleasure. Let me know anytime you need a little help.”
Celdic did not watch her leave the class, but he could feel her with his yar as she gazed at him on her way out the door. Her resonance was slightly different from when she had arrived at the class. It seemed tense, like a string stretched to its limits. Celdic could feel a similar tension from Richard, though the old teacher masked it much better than Lestrianna had. Celdic wondered if he was the source of the tension. With a glance at the gaping hole in the roof, Celdic thought they might have good reason to be nervous around him. Maybe the next time he overreacted, he would put a hole in another student. He was becoming dangerous for others to be around.
When Lendel and Celdic met Li and Chale for lunch, the news had already spread throughout the rest of the school. Chale had a broad grin on her innocent face, obviously much more interested in his developing talents than she was worried about the apparent dangers were associated with them. Li’s resonance was much closer to Lestrianna’s; tense and cautious.
“Blowing holes in things is becoming a bit of a habit,” Chale joked with a twinkle in her eyes. “I think there is already a waiting line for the various departments who want you to come and work for them. I am sure the excavators could save a lot of manual labor with you around.”
Celdic frowned, wondering if she were being serious. The Council of Elders was certain not to remain oblivious to his recent exploits. Would there be a council meeting just to discuss him? Celdic would give a lot to hear what they said in such a meeting. With a wry twist of his lips, Celdic realized he would be able to hear what they said, so long as it was within several miles of the city.
“I’m glad to see you still have your sense of humor,” Li commented when she saw his wry smile.
“That is the most important quality to hang onto,” Chale said, nodding approvingly. “Come wind or fire or death with ire, your sense of humor will see you through them all.”
“Don’t tell me that was an original,” Lendel said, grinning at Chale mockingly. “I would never have thought of you as the poetic type.”
“It just goes to show you never can tell,” Chale said sagely, trying to look wise. The mischievous gleam in her bright green eyes slightly marred the effect.
Lendel studied Chale curiously, brushing her chin with the knuckle of his index finger. “I’m glad to see you are feeling better. I was starting to worry when we left your house last night.”
Chale was too experienced to look guilty. She smiled brightly, chucking Lendel’s chin. “I have energy reserves you would never expect.”
Knocking the ceiling out of Richard’s classroom in Rajan Compounds had so filled Celdic’s thoughts he had forgotten about the strange experience he and Chale shared on their way to school. Lendel’s inquiry brought the whole experience into sharp recall.
“Should we tell them about--” Celdic began asking Chale, but she interrupted him, stepping on his foot.
“I was just thinking we should all go to Paradise II after school,” Chale said with a meaningful look at Celdic.
“Oh, okay,” Celdic agreed slowly. “Paradise II is the furthest away, though.”
“Exactly,” Chale replied with a glance towards the faculty room where the teachers ate their meals.
Celdic kept his yar focused on the road behind him, scanning for any possible pursuit. Chale was convinced a Guardian would be assigned to watch Celdic covertly any time he was away from home and possibly there too. Celdic was less paranoid than Chale, but he knew better than to ignore her instincts on sneaking.
“Is anyone following yet?” Chale asked without looking behind them.
“I can’t sense them if they are,” Celdic replied quietly. “If they are using a Light Curtain, I won’t be able to sense them.”
Chale made an indelicate sound. “Nonsense. You just have to sense the ground around us and see if anything disturbs it. Or rather, if nothing disturbs it.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” Lendel said to Chale admiringly, nudging her lightly with his elbow. He was never very far from her side when they were out of school.
“Of course it’s not,” Chale said, sounding slightly indignant. “It was my idea.”
“I wouldn’t get too far ahead of yourself there,” Lendel said wryly. “That is, unless you want a rehash of where all of your ideas have landed us in the past.”
“Landed you,” Chale said pointedly, nudging him back. “I always manage to land safely.”
Celdic was relieved to see regular guards at the gate again, rather than Guardians. The regular guards never gave them very much trouble.
Celdic only recognized the guard on the right. Roger had been a guard for almost twenty years. Usually people moved on to different occupations after ten years, but Roger was content remaining a guard for the rest of his life, if the Council would let him.
“Hello Celdic,” Roger grinned at him. “How is celebrity life treating you?”
Celdic groaned loudly. “I’ve got to get away from it, Roger.” Celdic shook his head sadly. “I can’t get any peace anywhere.”
“That’s the price of fame, I guess,” Roger chuckled, rubbing his weathered cheek.
“You can have it,” Celdic said fervently, trying to stroll casually through the gates. “I definitely prefer solitude.”
“Where are you kids headed?” Roger asked glancing at the sinking sun in the afternoon sky.
“Over to the Paradise Ponds,” Chale smiled at him, her eyes shining with innocence.
“Well don’t be too late,” Roger said, glancing at his silent companion who stood on the other side of the street staring at them. “The Guardians have been doing guard duty with the night watch. They say they’re just training some new Guardians, but I’ve been here too long to believe that story. Something has them all spooked. Be careful out there.”
“We will,” Chale assured him sincerely. “Thanks for the info, Roger.”
Roger grinned toothily at them, happy for the easily purchased gratitude. Chale had most of the guards tied around her delicate finger.
When they were out of earshot of the guards, Li caught up to Chale and tugged on the elbow of her coat. “All right, what’s this all about?”
Chale blinked at Li. “What’s what all about? Do you mean getting Celdic a little solitude?”
“That’s what I mean,” Li confirmed, undeterred by Chale’s attempt at ignorance.
“Later,” Celdic felt Chale mouth the words at Li with his yar.
Li rolled her eyes, but remained silent. She fell back a step so she was walking next to Celdic. Celdic noticed for the first time that her heart rate increased when she was next to him. He had been so out of countenance any other time she was around that the only heart rate he felt increase was his own. There was something comforting in the knowledge his presence affected her as much as hers did to him. She was watching Chale’s back, but her eyes flickered sideways at him several times in the silence of their walk. Celdic felt like he should say something, but everything he felt like saying would be overheard by Lendel and Chale. That was never a good idea.
Celdic tried to focus his thoughts on watching for some sign of pursuit, but with Li walking right next to him, he was finding it increasingly difficult. He wondered if Lendel felt the same unspoken longing for Chale that he felt for Li. The need to be near Li seemed to be growing stronger every day. Celdic felt frustrated by his inability to share his feelings with her in words, always stumbling over his sentences and making a fool of himself. Glancing surreptitiously at Chale, Celdic decided to try projecting his feelings on Li the way he had on Chale that morning. Chale would probably cause trouble if she thought he was risking her antidote to Selindria’s torture sessions.
Celdic looked at Li and tried to push the feeling of love and need so it flooded her being. She stopped dead with a gasp, her eyes wide with surprise and something else Celdic could not decipher. She did not ask him if he was responsible for the foreign sensation. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him in a tight embrace. Gripping his hair in her fists, she mashed his face to hers.
After several seconds, Lendel and Chale realized they were walking alone. They turned to look just as Li broke apart for air. Li’s liquid dark eyes were burning with emotion as she stared back into his blue eyes. She looked like she had no plans of ever letting go of him. Celdic certainly had no plans of letting go of her. Ignoring Chale and Lendel’s increasingly lewd comments, Celdic ducked his head for another kiss. Time seemed to stop for several minutes. Sound and feeling outside the small world of Li and Celdic failed to penetrate the tight cocoon of desire.
Celdic finally pulled back when his now distant sense of yar alerted him to another quickly approaching presence. There was a yar without a resonance moving toward them from the forest next to them. Celdic hurriedly tried to pull his mind back into focus and pushed his yar into a mile-wide circle. There were more of the strange beings coming towards them from all directions.
“What’s going on, Celdic?” Lendel asked intently. He had felt Celdic push his yar out around them, and recognized Celdic’s instinctive defensive posture when in danger.
“I think that thing we ran into at the altar escaped and brought his friends back to meet us,” Celdic replied, trying to count the number of entities he felt zooming towards them. “There are at least five hundred of them.”
The closest of the beings was slowing down as it neared Celdic, warily circling him and his friends. Celdic studied it intently, trying to understand what it was. It felt like a person projecting their yar, except there was nobody there. Celdic compared the one near him to the others he could feel still zooming toward them. This one seemed to project a stronger yar than most of the others. If they were comparable to humans at all, he would have guessed this one was as strong as Lendel. Celdic could feel one emotion he recognized emanating from the ethereal being: hunger. It craved something it felt strongly from the humans it was stalking.
“I thought they only had power by the altar,” Li said hopefully. She could not sense the first being circling them, but Celdic could feel Chale and Lendel’s yar probing it when it passed close to them.
Celdic shared a glance with Lendel that mirrored the important question: how to get Li and Chale to safety.
“What did you do to attract them?” Selindria asked, her voice emanating from the air near his ear.
Celdic jerked around, looking for Selindria. He could not sense her with his yar, or see her with his eyes. He wondered if he had imagined her voice, until he saw the other three looking around in bewilderment as well. The being circling them came to a sudden stop when it heard Selindria’s voice. It seemed to lose some of its intensity, appearing slightly rattled by the disembodied voice. So, it could hear.
“Please just answer the question, Celdic.” Selindria’s voice sounded completely normal, as if she were standing right next to him.
Celdic struggled inwardly. He definitely did not want to give away Chale’s secret antidote. At the same time, their lives might depend on him answering the question honestly. Celdic stood immobile, unable to betray his sister, even to save their lives.
Chale sighed loudly. “It’s all right, Celdic. Go ahead and tell her.”
Reluctantly, Celdic explained his need to share his feelings for Li in more than words. Oddly, he did not feel at all embarrassed. Perhaps the imminent danger surrounding them was enough to keep his normally bashful reactions in check. Celdic hoped it was something more than that.
“So you tried to project your feelings as if they were your yar?” Selindria questioned him brusquely. “Li, did you feel anything when he did this?”
Li looked at Celdic and blushed bright red. “Definitely.”
“Oh dear.” Selindria’s voice sounded slightly amused.
“What’s wrong?” Lendel asked sharply.
“Nothing unmanageable,” Selindria replied calmly. “I don’t think we are in any immediate danger. We are too far from the Rajan Gardens for them to have any real power. If they are in a frenzy though, they may swarm. If that happens, they will all attack us and try to wear us down by shear numbers.”
The other beings had all arrived and were swirling around the group like a swarm of bees. Celdic wondered what they could do to defend themselves from something so intangible. Celdic experimentally pushed at one of the weaker beings with his yar. It fell back from the force of his yar as if from a physical blow.
A shrill scream pierced the air and Celdic whirled around to see Li clutching at her chest. One after the other, the beings were trying to push themselves inside of her. They were hitting some kind of barrier, but Celdic could already feel a slight difference in the tremor of Li’s resonance.
Seeing Li attacked was enough to push Celdic over the edge. With a roar of rage, Celdic pushed outwards with his yar as hard and sharply as he could, making sure to exempt his companions from the thrust. There was a loud detonation as large trees and boulders were blown outward into the air, along with the beings attacking them. The blind hunger he had sensed in the beings had changed to fear. They fled, scattering in different directions in their haste to escape his rage. He could feel a difference in many of them as they fled, as if some part of them had diminished.
“I was just going to suggest that,” Chale said from where she was kneeling next to Li. Celdic hurriedly knelt down next to Li, taking her much smaller hand in his own.
“Are you all right?” Celdic asked, terrified she might be permanently damaged.
“I’m fine,” Li insisted, sitting up to look around. She did not try to reclaim her hand from Celdic. “Nice mess.”
Celdic looked around. There was not a tree in sight for at least a mile. The ground, which until recently had sloped gently upwards, was now completely flat in a one mile radius. Dirt was still falling from the new cliffs in the distance. “Did I do that?” Celdic asked in surprise. Before they could answer him, a large black wall rushed towards him and swallowed the world around him.
“That really seems to take it out of him,” Lendel commented as he looked down at Celdic’s inert form.
“Imagine doing all of that manually,” Li said, gesturing at the devastation around them.
Selindria materialized out of thin air next to Lendel, studying Celdic with pursed lips. “He is definitely getting stronger.”
“How long have you been following us?” Chale asked Selindria accusingly.
“An hour, maybe more.” Selindria smiled at Chale’s consternation. “You had a really good idea, telling Celdic to watch for the effects of somebody rather than the person themselves.”
“Apparently not good enough,” Chale muttered under her breath.
Selindria nodded in agreement. “Not good enough. It probably would have been, with a Guardian.”
Chale knew she was being praised, but Selindria could be graceful now that she had discovered Chale’s secret. Chale was determined to change the subject at any cost if Selindria somehow linked what happened with Li to her own miraculous recovery that morning. The Guardians could keep their sleep deprivation and starvation initiation ritual. Chale had no interest in it.
As if thinking of them had called them, several Guardians became visible jogging up the now-cleared trail leading toward them. Without Celdic conscious, they had to rely on Selindria to warn them of the impending arrival of the Guardians. It was no surprise that Selindria did not mention them. She probably would have expected Chale to assume they would investigate a disturbance on this scale. Normally, Chale would have made such an assumption. Her desire to avoid any further torture sessions was distracting her from intelligent thought.
Captain Jorbran must have been one of the quickest runners among the Guardians because he was once again the first to arrive at the scene. Chale recognized Leo following closely behind him and Jalorm not much further behind. Chale narrowed her eyes as she studied Jalorm. His breathing was unlabored, as if he were out for a morning jog. He had probably already guessed the cause of the noise and devastation and decided to let somebody else get there first. Chale decided Celdic would probably prefer his comatose state to another meeting with Jalorm.
Selindria turned to look at Chale with a knowing look in her eye, as if she knew exactly what her mischievous student was thinking. Chale tried to blank her mind of thought. She was half-convinced Selindria could read people’s minds. Being paranoid did not mean they were not out to get you.
Captain Jorbran let out a low whistle when he arrived and studied the devastation. “I’m glad he waited until he was past his teenage years to learn how to use his yar.”
Chale normally would have laughed at a good quip, but something in Captain Jorbran’s statement caught her attention. Normally, the people of Tenral learned how to use their yar at the onset of puberty. Could Celdic just barely be reaching that stage? He was almost twenty-five years old, yet he had only begun looking at Li as if she was a woman this year, rather than a good friend. Normally, people began sensing things very weakly with their yar and it only grew stronger over time. It was not uncommon for a person to peak many times stronger from their initial discovery of yar. What might Celdic be capable of when he reached full strength?
“So what caused this kind of reaction?” Captain Jorbran asked Selindria, gesturing at the devastation around them.
“We had a visit from our new neighbors,” Selindria replied grimly. “It was actually a good thing Celdic was here when it happened. He is probably one of the only people who can repel such an attack.”
Chale could almost feel the hackles on Captain Jorbran’s neck rise as his nonchalant manner evaporated. “They attacked the students?”
“One of them,” Selindria replied, gesturing at Li. She was kneeling down next to Celdic’s still form.
“Jalorm, get a head count on the Gardeners.” Captain Jorbran glanced back at Lestrianna. “Leo, go inform the Border Council and Presidency of what happened.”
Chale frowned at Jalorm as he sprinted away towards the Rajan Gardens. He was almost as fast as Selindria. How had he kept that a secret for this long?
“Leo, send somebody with a cart as well,” Captain Jorbran called after Lestrianna’s retreating figure. He looked slightly abashed as he met Selindria’s smiling gaze. “I’m sure we could carry him all of the way home, but a cart would be so much easier.”
Selindria laughed out loud as Captain Jorbran and Lendel pulled Celdic’s arms over their shoulders and began dragging him back towards Tenral.
Selindria had a hard time taking her eyes off Celdic on the return walk to Tenral. He was creating more questions than answers as his abilities developed. Selindria knew one thing for certain after hearing Celdic describe his ability to project his emotions onto another person. Celdic was not human, not completely human at any rate.
“I think Leo must be worried about your waning prowess,” Chale smirked at Captain Jorbran as a couple of guards appeared in the distance pulling a two-wheeled cart. Leo must have told them to hurry for them to have appeared so quickly.
Captain Jorbran’s eyes flickered with annoyance, though he remained silent as he and Lendel continued towing Celdic towards Tenral. His face was slicked with sweat, but he showed no other sign Celdic’s limp body was any kind of burden. Selindria knew he was one of the fittest Guardians, especially among the officers. He attended her classes for training new Guardians on a regular basis, just to stay in peak condition.
“Why do you call her Leo?” Lendel asked Chale curiously. “I thought her name was Lestrianna.”
“It depends on who you ask,” Chale replied with a glance at Captain Jorbran. “Some say it is because her mane of yellow hair makes her look like a lion. Those who have fought her on the combat field say it’s because she is part lion. She’s an absolute savage.”
Selindria could not help but smile at Chale’s description of Leo. Jorbran’s lips curved into a partial smile as well. Leo was definitely a savage on the combat field. She was another former student who had been close to unbeatable by her peers on the combat field. If Jalorm had been a year older, Leo would have been the best of her class.
Leo was sprinting back towards them from the gates of Tenral when the cart finally reached them. Selindria recognized both Roger and Dennil, the guards who had been keeping watch at the gates. They were both wide-eyed as they took in the new landscape just outside the city walls. When Roger saw the four students, with Celdic slung between Lendel and Captain Jorbran, his face turned as white as a sheet.
“What happened?” Roger exclaimed with a shrill edge to his voice. Selindria could tell he was worried he would be disciplined for letting the students outside of the city, even though he had not been told to restrict them.
“Growing pains,” Selindria told him calmly. “You have probably noticed recently that Celdic is a little different from the rest of us. He is learning to control his new abilities.”
Roger gaped at her for a moment and then turned to stare at the devastation of trees and boulders that had been ripped from the earth and sent flying into the distant hills.
“What would have happened if he had suffered from growing pains in the city?” Dennil asked nervously. He could not seem to stop staring at the new landscape. He was only a few years older than Celdic.
“We probably wouldn’t be having this conversation right now,” Selindria replied drily. “Don’t worry, Dennil, he’s not going to smash Tenral. There is a reason we were this far from the city.”
Selindria could feel Chale watching her from behind. Chale was getting another lesson on when and how to lie properly. Selindria could not remember a student quite as brilliantly mischievous as Chale. The girl was already a decade ahead of most of her peers with her grasp of conceptual ideas. Selindria had never spent more time keeping an eye on a student as she did on Chale. It bothered Selindria that she could not fit the pieces of the puzzle together regarding the two youths who were not really from Tenral. Using all of her influence and status had not been enough to get the Presidency to tell her where Chale and Celdic’s mother had come from.
Leo reached them just as Lendel and Captain Jorbran finished dumping Celdic into the cart. “A council meeting has already been called,” Leo informed them. “They asked me to bring the two of you straight to the council hall.”
Selindria glanced at the guards who were watching Celdic’s inert form warily. Selindria doubted the spiritual intelligences would attempt another assault after their recent confrontation with Celdic. Selindria had felt elemental spirit particles break away from their body’s from Celdic’s blast. Selindria knew how painful that was.
“Leo, will you escort Roger and Dennil the rest of the way to Celdic’s home?” Selindria asked, already breaking into a fast jog only a little slower than Captain Jorbran’s full sprint.
Jorbran fell in behind her as she ran through the gates towards the council hall. She smiled to herself as she heard Chale’s not-quiet-enough comment to Lendel. “I told you someone was following us.”
The council hall was already half-full by the time Selindria reached it. Most of the council members had probably made their way to the council hall as soon as they heard the ear-splitting roar of acres of earth exploding outside the city. Before Selindria took more than a few steps through the door, Celdic’s mother, Elinor, rushed up to her.
“Is Celdic all right?” she asked fearfully, as close to tears as Selindria had ever seen her.
“He’s fine,” Selindria assured her soothingly. “There’s not a lot that can harm him anymore.”
Elinor took a deep shuddering breath, looking enormously relieved. “What about the others?”
“They are all fine,” Selindria said quietly, aware of everyone within earshot listening. “I’ll explain everything once everyone arrives.”
Elinor nodded, regaining her vast sense of dignity and moved toward an open seat near Selindria’s seat. Quite a few people were gravitating toward Selindria’s informal assigned seat. They must have already guessed she would somehow be involved in the afternoon’s noisy event.
Selindria smiled a tight smile in greeting at President Chendan. He sat at the center of the round hall watching her curiously. She remembered him staring at her in amazement when she first arrived at Tenral over a century ago. He had been a child then. She had entered the city with an escort of Guardians surrounding her with their weapons drawn. The Guardians had tried to overpower her at the border and leave her unconscious near the town of Millport, the way they did with all intruders, but she had easily overpowered them. After insisting she needed to speak with their leader, she gave them back their weapons and offered to enter the city as a prisoner, so long as she could speak with their leader. Chendan had never seen an outsider before and he had never accepted the story the Presidency of his time had circulated that she was a Gardener’s daughter who had been lost in the Rajan Gardens for over a decade.
It took at least another half an hour for the large hall to fill with people. President Chendan used his yar to stroke the large metal chime hanging from the ceiling. The room became silent almost immediately. Everyone wanted to know what had happened.
“To start with,” President Chendan began, “we would like to have Selindria address the council with her version of the recent event.”
Selindria felt a thousand pair of eyes focus on her. She knew the council would need to know most of the truth in order to make the right decision. As odd as Tenral’s governing system was, it worked quite well. Selindria remembered her initial skepticism of such a system when she had arrived at Tenral. The city’s founder was referred to as the Architect. Selindria had been convinced he must have been half-crazy to create such a sterile civilization in the middle of nowhere. After a century of living among the mountain people, Selindria felt a small sense of awe at the foresight of the Architect. Most of the corruption inherent in the governments Selindria was accustomed to could not seem to gain a foothold in the governing councils in Tenral. What it really came down to was that the government of Tenral did not have any real power. It had its own kind of constitution that was almost impossible to change and leaders who existed almost primarily as a pressure release for the citizens.
Selindria stood up, though it was entirely unnecessary since everyone knew exactly where she sat. “Earlier this afternoon, Celdic left the city with Chale, Lendel and Li. They were on their way to the Paradise Ponds when close to five hundred of the elemental spiritual entities discovered prowling around the Altar of Guardia attacked Li. They were able to damage her spirit’s connection to her body, but only by an extremely miniscule amount. Celdic attacked the beings with his newfound yar and tried to push them away from his friends. They were repelled, with many of them permanently damaged from the power outburst Celdic unleashed. What Celdic had not anticipated was that trying to move spiritual material would result in anything physically connected to the spiritual material also moving. Hence the new landscape outside of the walls.”
As Selindria finished speaking, the large hall turned into a cauldron of noisy chaos as all of the council members began asking questions at the same time. Selindria stood patiently, with a small smile on her face as she waited for silence. The large chime on the ceiling wailed so loudly that several people had to cover their ears.
“Thank you for the information, Selindria,” President Chendan said perfunctorily after the council regained some sense of order. “Do you know if there was something special that drew them to attack Li?”
“Possibly,” Selindria admitted reluctantly. She was still warring with herself about how much to reveal about Celdic’s true identity. “Celdic was trying to project his emotions at Li, similar to the way he would project his yar at an object. He was focusing on his affection for her. I believe these beings are drawn to strong emotion. Li confirmed she felt an overwhelming sense of emotion from him.”
“Do you have any theories on why Celdic is able to project his emotions as well as his yar?” President Chendan asked shrewdly.
“Several theories,” Selindria said levelly, treating President Chendan to one of her piercing stares. “However, those theories all lack background information on his origins that might seriously advocate their probability.”
The council hall went completely silent as every member tried to grasp what she was hinting at to President Chendan. The mystery in Tenral surrounding Selindria’s own life was only rivaled by the mystery of where Elinor had come from. President Chendan watched Selindria warily while he pretended to drink from a glass of water. He knew she had not been born in Tenral. He knew that she knew Elinor was also not from Tenral. She could see him weighing the advantages of an information exchange after the council meeting. After several moments of silence, he finally cleared his throat.
“The remainder of the meeting will be an open session,” President Chendan announced, enhancing his voice throughout the room with his yar. “Please have your department spokesperson ask your questions. There will be a short recess until the questions and comments have been compiled.”
The noise in the council hall quickly rose to a dull roar as the Elders of the council tried to have their questions added to the list for their spokesperson to submit. Selindria felt Elinor moving toward her. Elinor’s resonance was once again brittle, like a sheet of ice that a slight vibration might shatter.
“Selindria, please tell me what you know about Celdic,” Elinor begged, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I feel like I am witnessing his fate being decided right here in this room tonight. You know how the council will try to treat what it sees as a threat.”
Elinor was as quick as she had ever been. Selindria did not need her yar to tell her more than half of the suggestions from the Elders were asking for some form of banishment to keep the city safe from Celdic’s unpredictable yar outbursts. Selindria knew Celdic’s fate truly was going to be decided by tonight’s council meeting.
Celdic thought about thinking. He could not see anything but blackness but if he could think, then he must be alive and in some state of consciousness. If he could have described how he felt, it would have been like a living eyeball threaded on a string. The string seemed to have a musician plucking it, causing him, the living eyeball, to vibrate and twitch on the taught line. The feeling was very disconcerting and Celdic wished it would stop. He wondered where his body was at right now. The last thing he remembered was kneeling down next to Li after the attack from the strange beings who had tried to embed themselves inside of her. He knew he must be unconscious, but his former experiences of being unconscious left no memory of conscious thought. Perhaps he would forget this moment of lucid thought after waking. Maybe that was why he never remembered being able to think coherently while being unconscious.
Celdic realized he could still feel with his yar. Relief swelled around him as he sensed Li, along with Chale, Lendel and his father in the living room of his house. He felt a moment’s remorse when he sensed the hole in his floorboards plastered with spider guts. He did not like to kill things unless they were trying to kill him, but spiders had always creeped him out for some reason.
“They are not leaving until Mom comes home from the council meeting,” Chale was telling their father. “They don’t want to wait until morning to find out what the council wants to do with him any more than I do.”
“The council isn’t going to do anything to him,” Celdic’s father insisted, close to exasperation. “Saving another citizen is not a crime in Tenral.”
Celdic felt Chale share a look with Lendel and Li. They obviously believed otherwise. Celdic’s curiosity got the better of him. He reached out with his yar to the Council Hall. He was immediately inundated by the sound of voices roaring throughout the large hall. It took him several minutes of experimenting before he was able to interpret the deluge of sound waves into recognizable communication. He zeroed in on Selindria’s resonance first, since hers was the strongest. He recognized his mother, sitting several seats away from Selindria. She seemed quite distraught, with her resonance fluctuating in an eerie manner Celdic had not seen before.
“Gently,” a clear and easily identifiable voice echoed softly through his yar. “They will sense you eavesdropping if you push too hard with your yar.”
Celdic recoiled in surprise, losing his connection to Selindria’s false voice. She had formed the entire sentence with her yar and projected it at his own probing yar. Slowly, Celdic eased back into the council hall, trying to use a soft touch as he absorbed the sound waves bouncing around the room.
“Much better,” Selindria’s false voice murmured softly. “The council is just starting the open forum of questions from the Elders.”
Celdic felt uncertainty roll through him in waves. Shouldn’t Selindria be trying to keep him from spying on the council meeting?
“We’ll hear from the spokesperson from the Department of Agriculture first,” President Chendan announced to the quieting audience.
“Thank you, President Chendan,” a short chubby man with a light voice said brusquely. “I think I speak for us all when I express my discomfort that at any time our city might be wiped completely off this mountain range without any warning. The question I ask is what kind of security can be offered to our citizens? How can we assure them they will be safe from some kind of unanticipated outburst from this youth, Celdic, which might end their lives, along with everyone they love? We suggest an immediate removal of the student, Celdic, from within the city walls. Until we can be sure of his ability to control his amazing powers, we believe he should be given a residence at least a few miles outside the city walls.”
“Thank you for your input,” President Chendan nodded at the short chubby man gravely. “Your concerns and suggestions will be given serious consideration.” President Chendan turned his head slightly. “We will now hear from the spokesperson from the Department of Education.”
A tall woman with absolutely white hair arose from her chair. She glanced sympathetically at Celdic’s mother before beginning.
“We are worried about security as well, particularly the safety of the students,” she declared in a loud clear voice. “There has already been one incident at the school where a Guardian could have been seriously injured during combat with Celdic. We cannot, in good conscience, continue to let such an unpredictable threat continue lessons at our school. It would be careless and irresponsible in the extreme on our part if we were to continue sanctioning a vessel of such potential destruction to mingle with the other students. We suggest Celdic’s immediate removal from the walls of Tenral by several miles, until such time it appears that he has learned to safely control his abilities.”
Celdic’s mother was trying her best to keep control of herself, but tears were streaming silently down her face. Celdic felt his heart twinge sharply seeing his mother suffering so much for his sake.
“Don’t even think about it,” Selindria’s disembodied voice whispered softly to his yar. “She’ll be fine by the end of the meeting.”
Celdic had just begun to think about trying to comfort his mother through his new ability to share his emotions. Maybe Chale was right and Selindria could read minds.
Each spokesperson for the various departments voiced the same sentiments, until they finally reached the Council of Guardians. Elder Stanton stood up to address the rest of the hall. He was well into his fifties, though he had more vigor than most people did who were half his age. He was tall and broad shouldered, with a full head of jet-black hair, except the sides, which were gray. He had a very strong voice in the community, a common trait among Guardians who ended up on the Guardian Council. He had a no-nonsense atmosphere around him that would make it hard for even Chale to make a joke in his presence without feeling self-conscious.
“I find it strange we were just told one of our students was attacked earlier today,” Elder Stanton began in a strong, deep voice, “and rather than focusing on the attackers of the student, we have spoken solely of the rescuer and how we can get him as far away from us as possible. If anything seems irresponsible, it would be to reject the one among us who seems to have power over the beings preying on our bodies. I cannot think of a more foolhardy plan than to banish the only person capable of defending our city from these beings. If you were worried for your own wellbeing, or your loved ones, you would do much better to embrace this new weapon and train it as quickly as possible. None of us has any idea how much time we have before these spiritual beings will be able to kill or control our bodies. At the very time we are faced with a seemingly insurmountable challenge, an ally has appeared who may hold the key to understanding how to defeat these beings. And you all want to banish him. I can only assume the shock of today’s events have left you all temporarily without your senses. I will submit in your place the suggestion, which should have been made at the beginning. I suggest our best trainers on yar studies and practices begin training Celdic on a full-time basis so he can learn everything he needs to know in order to safely help maintain the security of our city.”
The consternation in the room was almost palpable as Elder Stanton sat down with a nod at President Chendan. Celdic could tell many of the Elders still thought banishment was the best course of action, but a large number of Elders’ expressions of wary trepidation had changed to thoughtful speculation.
The Presidency held a small conference without enhancing their voices with their yar. By the time Celdic had reached out to listen to them, they were finished. President Chendan stood up again to address the Council.
“It is the Presidency’s decision Celdic shall remain at his current residence,” President Chendan declared into the silence. “Furthermore, we shall follow up on Elder Stanton’s suggestion and find the best tutors among us to teach Celdic how to use his yar as quickly as possible.”
Celdic felt relief wash over his mother so strongly she almost fainted. Selindria’s smile was one of pure satisfaction.
“He’s using his yar,” Lendel said in surprise, glancing back at Celdic’s bedroom.
Li immediately arose and walked quickly over to Celdic’s bedroom. Chale followed her as well. Perhaps he was beginning to recover more quickly from using his yar. Chale had been trying to affect the physical world around her since the moment she discovered Celdic could. So far, she had barely been able to make her hair blow lightly.
“He’s still asleep,” Li said in bewilderment. “How can he be using his yar when he is sleeping?”
“Maybe it’s just his body that is exhausted,” Chale suggested, pursing her lips as she studied his projected yar. He was focused on something in the direction of the school. Chale smiled. “He’s spying on the council meeting.”
“You rubbed off on him more than you thought,” Lendel said from behind her.
Chale’s father, Denrik, chuckled where he stood next to Lendel. Chale sighed. “He’ll probably get caught. He’s not good at sneaking, what with his overpowering yar broadcasting to the world where he is.”
“What are they going to do, stop the council meeting?” Lendel asked with grin. “It’s not like they have any kind of precedence to go off here.”
“I wonder if he can even understand what they are saying,” Chale said musingly. “It took me several hours of constant eavesdropping before I could make any sense of what all of the sound waves meant.”
Lendel studied Celdic’s projected yar with his own yar. “I think the further you can reach out with your yar, the easier it is to make sense of the wave patterns around you because you have more to compare them to.”
“I think I have an idea,” Li said tentatively from the bed next to Celdic.
“Do you need some privacy?” Lendel asked her with a twinkle in his eyes.
Chale’s father started chuckling again, until he caught Li’s frigid stare. Lendel seemed impervious to his sister’s freezing glare, grinning at her impudently.
“What’s your idea, Li?” Chale asked, elbowing Lendel sharply in the ribs. He did not even have the decency to grunt from her sharp ribbing.
“When I use my yar to listen to conversations, I don’t really change the shape of the sound waves as they travel through my yar to my brain,” Li began slowly. “I wonder if I could hear what he was hearing if I tried to listen to his yar.”
Lendel’s grin widened and Chale knew why. Of the four of them, Li had the shortest reach with her yar, only extending a little more than a few feet from her body. She would have to be quite close to Celdic in order to use her own yar to try to listen to his. Chale pushed down hard with the heel of her foot on Lendel’s toes.
“That’s not a bad idea at all,” Chale exclaimed brightly. “If it works, we could work out a whole new way to communicate through distances by listening to each other’s yar.”
“Except most people can reach further with their voice than they can with their yar,” Lendel disagreed drily. He held his hands up defensively when Chale rounded on him with both eyebrows raised threateningly. “Okay, okay. I’m curious if it works too. Give it a try, Li.”
Chale’s father had remained strangely silent throughout the entire exchange. Chale peered at him suspiciously. He never kept his mouth shut this long unless he was trying to hide something. The look he returned was bland enough to incriminate him without a judge, jury or trial. He already knew something about what they were attempting to do. Chale knew all of the classes in Tenral had their secrets, from mysterious portals to specialized skills with their yar, which nobody taught at the school. Not even married couples who belonged to different classes told each other their classes’ secrets. As soon as Chale had discovered all of the classes were full of secrets, she had begun spying on them. So far, she had found over a dozen classified sites the Guardians used for gateways. She knew the Department of Education had special plants from the Rajan Gardens in every classroom capable of detecting other plants from the Rajan Gardens that could be harmful. She had discovered what they did when she had tried to bring some Fireliar into her arithmetic class. The plant in her math class had immediately folded its nine leaves down to the soil and a fluted stem had emerged from the middle of the plant and pointed straight at her. She had been quick enough to notice and guess why the plant was behaving so strangely before her teacher, Dekel, noticed and had hurriedly slipped the Fireliar into the pocket of the student next to her. Dekel sent the poor kid home for the day. Chale made it up to him by stealing a vial of Mirth from her Rajan Compounds class. Whether her victim wanted to spend the day in a cheery mood or not, he finished the entire afternoon finding amusement in everything anyone said.
Chale heard Li gasp and turned to look at her. She had been lying down so her face was right next to Celdic’s face. Her face was white and her eyes were wide.
“What’s the matter, sis?” Lendel asked, dropping his façade of mocking amusement for true concern.
“They are trying to banish him,” Li whispered in horror.
“What!” Chale’s father demanded, losing his cheery countenance.
“Shh” Li motioned for them to be quiet. “I’m trying to listen.”
The five of them waited in silence as the minutes ticked by. After another five minutes, Li sat up with a relieved sigh. “The Presidency just gave their ruling. He stays here.”
Selindria squeezed Elinor’s shoulder as she passed her on her way to the main aisle. Elinor still had the residue of tears staining her cheeks. Her eyes, however, burned with a steely resolve. Selindria had a feeling Elinor would hunt down anyone who had an advanced understanding of yar and employ them as a tutor for Celdic, forcefully if needed.
President Chendan watched her with an unreadable expression as she moved through the crowded aisle toward the center of the hall where he and his councilors sat. His four councilors wore matching expressions of reluctance as they studied her silently. Selindria’s curiosity was piqued. She could feel their resonance pulsing with agitation.
“Selindria,” President Chendan greeted her, his voice a mix of respect and hesitation. “I need to talk to you privately.”
Selindria nodded, using her yar to form a solid wall of distortion to prevent anyone from listening. President Chendan studied the wall surrounding the two of them curiously. Selindria usually refrained from showing her ability to affect the physical world with her yar, but she knew revealing a little more about herself would encourage more openness from President Chendan.
“Can they hear us?” President Chendan inquired, glancing at his four councilors.
“Not with their ears or their yar,” Selindria replied, smiling slightly. “Just in case the guest of honor tries eavesdropping again.”
“He was listening to the council meeting?” President Chendan asked with his wrinkled eyebrows rising slightly.
“Only for the last half hour,” Selindria said with a nod. “He figured out how to understand speech with his yar in under a minute.”
“That is certainly impressive,” President Chendan replied distantly, not sounding entirely surprised.
Selindria watched him calmly. He had expected everything that had happened with Celdic’s recent adventures. Selindria had a gift for intuitively reading people, aided by her yar’s ability to sense their resonance.
President Chendan’s hand dipped into a deep pocket in his overcoat. Selindria instinctively scanned the pocket with her yar. After a century without being truly threatened, Selindria still reacted defensively when a person reached for one of their pockets. The object he caressed in his pocket was a letter in an envelope. Selindria tried to use her yar to read it, but every time her yar touched the paper, it seemed to slide off it.
“Forty-five years ago, I thought I had learned just about everything there was to learn about life,” President Chendan said musingly. “That all changed when I walked into my house one night and found several people with eyes like yours waiting for me in my living room. They had a twelve-year old human girl with them. My first thought was that they were relatives of yours. They seemed to know who you were well enough, but they said you were not one of them. The one in charge was a human with normal eyes. I mean eyes like mine, of course,” Chendan said with a smile as he realized Selindria probably considered her elliptical-shaped pupils normal and the circular pupils of the humans strange. “He told me the girl was from a world called Earth and said her family had all perished. I told him we could certainly find a family willing to take her in. The man’s name was Terrance. He said any children she bore when she grew up might not be able to use yar, but if they did learn how, it would be far more powerful than anything we were used to. I did not get to question him very much because they were in a hurry, but he said we were the only human species on any world capable of living in peace. He brought Elinor here hoping our culture would change her species’ natural tendencies towards violence. It came as little surprise that Celdic was the most talented in his combat class, even without the use of his yar. He has violence programmed into his system so strongly that even he doesn’t realize how dangerous he really is. Being raised in a human society with no real violence is supposed to be the real test to find out if these Earth humans can be cured from their addiction to violence. When they finished telling me what they were doing, they went out into the street and walked into a large silver disc I had not noticed when I came home. Then they flew away.”
Selindria remained quiet. The look of remembered awe on President Chendan’s face was so strong that Selindria could feel tremors of wonder radiating from his resonance.
Selindria felt the sudden expectation in President Chendan’s resonance. He had told her his secret; now it was time to tell him her secret. Selindria glanced outside of her sound barrier at President Chendan’s councilors. They still looked very disgruntled, muttering quietly to each other. “What has your councilors so worked up?”
President Chendan glanced over his shoulder at his councilors. “They wanted me to banish Celdic too. I’m not very popular right now. They think I am favoring the Council of Guardians because I used to be a Guardian. I don’t think they understand yet that things are changing drastically. It’s one of those hunches you get when you see the end of your life in sight.”
Selindria did not bother trying to tell him he would live for decades more. They both knew his time was coming soon. “I guess I had better answer some of those questions about myself that have been bothering you for so long then,” Selindria said with a small smile.
“I won’t object to that,” President Chendan replied with an eager grin, dropping a couple decades off his wrinkly face.
“I had a feeling you wouldn’t,” Selindria said with a laugh.
Celdic watched with his Yar as President Chendan handed Selindria something, but he could not hear them speak. It was as if their mouths were moving, but no sound was coming out. Selindria must have been doing something to keep Celdic from listening.
Celdic became aware of voices he could hear with his own ears.
“Just wait until your mom comes home,” Celdic heard his father telling Chale. “She will fill us in on the details.”
“I think he’s waking up,” Li’s voice came from just above him. “His resonance is almost back to normal.”
Celdic remembered how frustrating it had been not being able to pretend to be asleep when he and Lendel wanted to sneak away from their sisters when they were younger. Chale could always tell he was still awake because people’s resonance became smooth and regular when they were really sleeping.
Celdic’s eyes finally remembered how to pop open. He stared up at Li’s dark eyes staring down at him from above. She was sitting next to him, with her hip touching his. Celdic was content to just lay and stare at her eyes. She smiled when she saw him staring at her.
“Welcome back.” Li leaned down and kissed his forehead tenderly.
“At least it didn’t take two days this time,” Lendel said in a drawl from the doorway. “I was starting to think you were going soft.”
Celdic looked around the room with a small frown. “Why are you all in my room?”
Chale giggled at his confusion. “That’s for us to know and you to find out.”
Celdic yawned widely at her, trying to appear completely unconcerned. After scanning his immediate surroundings with his yar, he decided she must have been bluffing.
“That really takes all of the fun out of it,” Chale complained when she felt Celdic scan the room with his yar. “I definitely liked you better before you could use your yar.”
“I definitely like you better with your yar,” Li murmured quietly to him, ignoring Chale and Lendel.
Celdic’s father was laughing quietly in the hall. Celdic finally sat up in bed with a grunt. “I have a feeling life at school is going to be a little different from now on,” Celdic said, absently staring at the hole in his floorboards.
“What happened at the council meeting?” Chale asked eagerly. “Li only told us they tried to banish you, but that the presidency decided you would stay.”
Celdic looked at Li questioningly. She blushed slightly before responding.
“I tried to listen to what you were hearing with your yar with my yar,” Li said, looking at him sideways. “I wasn’t really spying on you. We just wanted to hear what the council was saying and Chale was pretty sure you were eavesdropping on them.”
Celdic blinked in surprise. “You could hear what I was hearing?”
“Loud and clear,” Li said with a smile.
“So who tried to banish you?” Celdic’s father asked with a hint of flint in his voice.
“Who didn’t?” Celdic barked a short humorless laugh. “Every department except the Guardians suggested that I relocate somewhere several miles away from the city.”
“What did the Guardian council suggest?” Denrik asked, looking concerned.
“They said I should take extra lessons to learn how to control my yar,” Celdic said with a snort. “I think I might prefer living in the trees.”
“How is your mom holding up?” Denrik asked.
“She wasn’t doing very well for a while,” Celdic said with a sigh. “After the Presidency made their decree, she settled down somewhat.”
Celdic was just getting ready to tell them about Selindria’s ability to talk with her yar when a knock sounded at the door. Celdic shared a puzzled look with Lendel. Neither of them could sense anyone at the front door with their yar.
Denrik began moving toward the door with a puzzled expression on his face. “Dad, wait up a minute,” Celdic called out to him.
He looked back at Celdic questioningly, but Celdic just hurried past him to open the front door. He was not sure what was waiting on the other side, but he knew he was probably the most equipped to deal with something dangerous.
Celdic slowly opened the door, unsure of what to expect. It was a man in dark clothing. The clothing was difficult to focus on, as if his mind had decided the man’s body was just generic landscape unfit for further inspection. His face was friendly enough, but there was an infinite look in his brilliant blue eyes that was very unsettling. It made him look older than the rest of his features, which suggested he was in his mid-thirties. Celdic’s eyes were showing him what his yar told him was empty space. The man glanced past Celdic at Denrik before looking back at Celdic. “May I come in?” he asked politely.
Celdic stared at the man for a moment longer before finally holding the door open for the stranger to enter. Celdic could feel his companions studying the stranger with their eyes and yar as he entered the living room. They discovered the same thing as Celdic; he was invisible to their yar.
The man had a small smile on his face as he studied Celdic’s companions. Celdic thought of it as an approving smile. He was about the same height as Celdic, though quite a bit stockier. After studying everyone in the room, the man finally turned to Celdic’s father.
“My name is Terrance.” He told Denrik gravely. “I know who all of you are, so we don’t need to go through any lengthy introductions. As soon as your wife returns, I will begin telling you why I am here tonight.”
“What district are you from?” Denrik asked curiously. Celdic looked at his father as if he was crazy. It was obvious the man was not from the city of Tenral. His black clothing bore no resemblance to anything made in Tenral. Celdic could feel particles in the material so dense it should have crushed the man. Even without the odd clothing, there was a sense of something alien about the stranger, like a round peg trying to fit in a square hole.
“I’m actually not from Tenral,” Terrance replied, ignoring the indrawn breaths of everyone in the room. “I am from the Zeran continent.”
“What is the Zeran continent?” Chale asked, her eyes a mixture of curiosity and suspicion as she studied Terrance.
“It’s a place you would have learned about at the end of your school term,” Terrance replied, glancing at Denrik.
Celdic looked at his father, who stood scowling at the stranger. “There is a reason we wait to tell them until the end of their schooling,”
“Unfortunately, that will not be possible this time.” Terrance said regretfully.
Celdic turned toward the front door when he felt his mother’s resonance approaching. She entered the house and gave a small start when she saw the living room full of people. She opened her mouth to speak, but then her eyes fell on Terrance and her words froze on her lips.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded, almost hysterically.
Terrance winced at the note of panic in her voice. “I am here as a result of some environmental problems. I’m sure you are aware that large geographical regions have been undergoing sudden mutations and in many cases harsh mutilations of anything alive. We identified the source of the problem but lack the ability to remedy it unaided. I am here to request the help of Tenral.”
“Why are you here at our house, instead of the office of the Presidency?” Elinor demanded, though she looked like she already knew the answer.
“Because it is these four children we need to help us,” Terrance said bluntly. “I can’t make them help us and neither can the Presidency. That is why I came here; to ask them.”
“Children?” Chale muttered the word as if it were a foul imprecation.
“They aren’t old enough to make this kind of decision,” Elinor said desperately. “They aren’t even out of school yet. This is insane!”
“What decision?” Celdic interrupted impatiently. “What are you talking about?”
“In order for you to understand what the decision is, you will need to know a little more about your own history,” Terrance said, trying to ignore the daggers in Elinor’s eyes.
Celdic looked at his father questioningly. Denrik was watching Elinor in confusion. Obviously, he had no idea what decision she was talking about either.
“Okay, what about our history?” Lendel asked, moving to one of the chairs and sitting down.
Terrance glanced at Elinor almost apologetically before moving over to the couch and sitting down across from Lendel. Li and Chale sat down as well. Celdic walked over and leaned on the back of Li’s chair.
“This isn’t the first time this environmental catastrophe has occurred,” Terrance began solemnly. “About two thousand years ago, the same thing occurred. Almost half a century went by before we finally found the cause. By that time, the loss of life had reached an astronomical toll. Ninety percent of the planet’s population had either perished or become seriously handicapped. We had focused all of our time searching on this world for the cause when the cause was, in fact, on another world. At the time, we were just beginning to theorize about the possibility of other worlds occupying the same space. As a result of some of the mutations that occurred during the first wave of disasters, some of our plants began producing some very peculiar properties. In fact, if the disaster had not caused the mutation in our plants we may never have discovered how to travel to other worlds. As it turned out, we were able to create a vessel capable of changing its existential frequency. We soon discovered there were so many worlds existing in the same space that it seemed impossible to find the one causing the damage. Fortunately, one of our scientists found a way to read the signature decay of existential waves as they traveled through worlds. We were able to use the decay at one of the damaged sites to help calibrate the drones we were sending to the other world. We began by sending small materials to other worlds that were detectable on our world, similar to putting a magnet on top of a table and then feeling around for it with another magnet on the bottom of the table. We knew the drones could make it to the other worlds, but we had no way to get them back here. We also had no idea what kind of beings existed on the other world. Would they be human or something completely different? We wanted to send a person through the gateway, but the fact that we could not bring them back, as well as the problem of not knowing if they would survive kept us from trying it earlier in the struggle. When we finally did use a vessel to transport a person to the planet, none of those questions had been answered. We had become so desperate that sacrificing a life was a cost we were willing to take. We sent a person with the charge to locate the cause of the disruptions and eradicate them if they survived the journey. After a year, the disasters continued and it was assumed the person either had died on the journey or was killed by the planet’s inhabitants. They began a massive effort to try to make human travel between worlds possible so more people could go to the other world. An entire year went by without any disasters. When two more years went by without any disasters, many people began to believe the first person who had traveled there had finally found the source of devastation and stopped it. It was another year before they successfully sent a person to the other world with the ability to return. They created several more vessels and began searching for the first person they had sent to the other world. It was almost too late when they found him. The other world was inhabited by humans, but they were barbaric to a degree far beyond what we imagined possible. They had tortured the first visitor and only left him alone when they thought he was dead. The people from our world rescued him and brought him home. The crazy fool wanted to return to the barbarian world after he recovered. He thought he could teach them to live in peace, that not all of them were brutal at heart. How wrong he turned out to be. As you can see, here we are two thousand years later and they have recreated the weapon that caused such a mess in the first place. Of course, they have no idea that it affects other worlds when they try to annihilate an entire city, but they would probably still do it even if they did know.”
“I’m still a little fuzzy on what this has to do with us,” Lendel said with a frown. “Just send another person to their world and get rid of the problem again.”
Celdic had a sudden case of intuition when he saw Terrance’s eyes flicker across the four youths. “Why do we have to wait until we are out of school to learn about the Zeran continent?”
Terrance nodded at his question approvingly. “This world was home to only one sentient species before the great disaster two thousand years ago. After the mutations occurred, a large population of humans evolved much quicker than most of the other humans. They called themselves Zerans. One of the notable changes was the pupils in their eyes were elliptical, instead of round. Their bone structure softened into an extremely resilient cartilage. It retained enough solidity to hold their body upright, but their bones would bend in situations that would break human bones. They developed a sensitive emotional makeup so powerful they can project their emotions onto others.”
Li turned in her seat and gave Celdic a meaningful look, causing him to blush bright red.
“Meanwhile, the remainder of the humans on this planet began de-evolving, becoming more and more barbaric. The Zerans knew the humans would soon look to enslave them as they began their decline into more primitive human beings, so they moved all of their people to one of the abandoned continents and began focusing their technology on keeping the humans out of their land, unless they came in peace. About a thousand years later, a human visited the Zerans and reminded them there would probably come a time when another world would cause a disaster like what happened before, and in their current pacifist state, they wouldn’t be able to do much about it. He suggested they create a city on the human continent for the humans who wanted to escape the atrocities occurring in their societies. They would have to quarantine the city from the rest of the human population. The skills of fighting and self-defense would be taught. If there were ever a need to go to another world to eradicate a problem like the last one, they wouldn’t have to send a complete innocent with no idea of how horrible humans can be to each other. Chances are, the Earth humans would kill the Zeran before they left their vessel. So the city of Tenral was founded, the last remaining human city on this world.”
“The last?” Celdic asked with a frown. “What about the other humans down on the plains? We’ve learned about the other major human cities, like Dordania and Timtucket.”
“As a matter of fact, the last native human outside of this city died about three hundred years ago,” Terrance replied sadly.
There was a loud, collective gasp from everyone in the room. “That’s impossible,” Chale said disbelievingly. “We’re taught about how their trade systems work in our social studies classes.”
“You’re actually learning how they used to work,” Terrance said. “They were always trying to find ways to kill each other more quickly and in higher quantities. It was only a matter of time before they destroyed themselves. In this case, they used a virus that the creators of the virus thought they would be immune to. It took about two weeks for every last human, besides those of you here at Tenral, to die.”
“I’ll be the first to admit I am not the brightest night bright,” Lendel said slowly, “but I still don’t see why you came here.”
“They need us to be bodyguards on another world Lendel,” Celdic said quietly. From the stricken look on his mother’s face, he knew he had hit the mark.
Terrance nodded. “We cannot send Riah to their world alone. Even with all of the defensive technology we are equipping her with, she will still be a very fragile person in a blood-crazed world.”
“Who is Riah?” Li asked curiously.
“She is the Zeran girl who volunteered to go to the other world,” Terrance said with a straight face, though Celdic could see a tightening around his eyes. He obviously was not happy about this Zeran girl going.
“Why are you sending children?” Denrik asked with a frown. “I would gladly take Celdic’s place.”
“I am sure you would,” Terrance said with a sigh. “Unfortunately there is an element in your consciousness that hardens after a certain age. We discovered people older than one third of their natural lifespan usually don’t make it to their destination because this element is what makes it possible for your consciousness to follow your body to a different existential wavelength. The reason these four were my first choice was because they far outstrip their peers in just about every category. I’ll be honest with you; Riah is my daughter. I cannot keep her from going to this world because it is her choice. I can do everything in my power to make sure she has the most capable companions to see her through this alive.”
“Why does she want to go so badly?” Li asked curiously.
“She thinks she needs to follow in my footsteps,” Terrance said with another deep sigh. “You see, I was the one who went to Earth the first time.”

“What do you mean you were the one to go last time?” Chale exclaimed, her eyes disbelieving. “You said that happened two thousand years ago!”
Everyone was staring at him in amazement. He shrugged calmly. “I age well, what can I say?”
“Very well,” Lendel agreed, looking unconvinced.
“Before all of the chaos broke out two thousand years ago, I was a scientist involved in a project researching how people age.” Terrance rubbed his chin thoughtfully, staring off into the distance, “I had always been fascinated with why people get old. Right before the cataclysm I actually found the answer. It was a way to force your body’s building blocks to copy all of the blueprints to the copy of itself. Normally when the copy occurs, it leaves off a small amount of information that tells it how to copy itself. After so many copies, it runs out and you die. I just changed it slightly so it didn’t drop the tail end off. Our city was one of the first places hit by one of the cataclysms. I lost all of my research in the destruction.”
“So you know how to stop people from aging?” Chale asked, intrigued.
“Not anymore,” Terrance said, shaking his head. “After I lost everything, my research led me in a different direction. We discovered a different method to lengthen life spans. It has nothing to do with any physical alterations. The first Zerans only lived for a couple hundred years. After separating from the humans, they waited until they were older in life to have children, which caused their offspring to live slightly longer. As their lifespan grew, they continued delaying their child bearing even later. The average Zeran lives close to nineteen hundred years now. They are in their prime until the last hundred years, so it is not just an extra eighteen centuries of old age. If they continue the practice, their lifespan will continue growing longer.”
Terrance studied the group with an assessing look. “Riah insisted on coming with me because she wanted to meet you. I had her wait in our vessel until I broke the ice. Would it be all right if I brought her in to meet you?”
He addressed Elinor with the question. She watched his face with conflicting emotions racing across her soft features. She looked as if she might deny his request but, after a moment, she seemed to deflate and nodded mutely.
“I’ll be right back,” Terrance told them, exiting the door quietly.
The room remained unusually silent as everyone pondered what they had learned. Celdic finally glanced at his mother. “Are you going to be okay with us going?”
Elinor blinked rapidly as her eyes became watery. “Of course I’m not okay with you going,” she said in an emotion-choked voice. “I don’t want to lose you. But I can’t let my own selfishness get in the way of a solution to a problem this big.”
Celdic nodded. That was one of the reasons she made such a good Elder on the council. She never let her personal interest influence her decisions of what she knew was right. Celdic loved his mother for how strong she was in that regard. It was odd to think she had come from the barbaric world of humans who were causing so much trouble.
The door opened and Terrance entered the room again with his arm around a girl who barely stood above waist height. Celdic heard Chale gasp and Celdic felt his own mouth hanging open. The girl could not have been more than thirteen years old. Riah’s eyes were noticeably larger than human eyes and the pupil was elliptical like a cat. In the dark living room, her strange pupils almost filled her entire eye; the lavender-colored irises were just a sliver between the whites of her eyes and the pupils. Her finely sculpted face almost looked too perfect, with some kind of face paint highlighting her features. Celdic’s eyebrows rose as he studied her face with his yar. He had mistaken her face paint; the highlighted colors were her natural skin pigmentation. Her cheeks lacked any chubbiness a girl of her age would normally have. She had brilliantly light, blonde hair almost touching her waist. She was also more developed than she should have been. Celdic wondered if she might be a midget. Celdic had never seen a Zeran before. Maybe they were all small.
As soon as she entered the room, Celdic felt an overpowering sense of love emanating from her. It was like a physical wave of force washing through his being. She did not even know any of them and yet she stood in the entryway with her face glowing warmly as she lovingly studied her new companions.
“There is no way you are letting a child go to Earth,” Elinor declared flatly, her eyes flashing. “Have you lost your mind?”
“It’s okay, they’re just very expressive,” Terrance told his daughter as she recoiled from Elinor’s forceful gaze. The small girl clung to Terrance, and her emotions filled the room with apprehension. Elinor looked guilty when she realized she was the cause of the girl’s sudden distress.
“I know she appears very childlike in comparison to a human, but she is in fact turning fifty two next week,” Terrance told the stunned group. “I told you Zerans age differently. They begin maturing physically around age twenty, but they don’t actually grow taller until they are well into their second century.”
Celdic could see why Terrance wanted to bring his daughter in now. There was no chance any of the youths would allow this small Zeran go to the other world alone. She seemed so helpless and vulnerable that Celdic felt an overwhelming need to protect her. He could see the same thoughts on his companions’ faces and wondered if his own expression was so transparent.
Riah wore a strange, white one-piece suit that conformed tightly to her body. It made it obvious she was a young woman, rather than a child. With his yar, Celdic could feel a complicated array of materials in her suit, foreign to anything he had ever sensed. The suit seemed almost alive.
“The suit she is wearing is our most advanced form of body armor,” Terrance explained when he noticed Celdic studying it. “We have similar suits for the rest of you as well. The suit itself can withstand just about any force or weapon the Earth humans have created.”
“Wow,” Lendel said, studying the suit in obvious fascination. “Where did you say mine was?”
Terrance smiled slightly. “It’s back on the Zeran continent still.”
“How do you know they haven’t come up with some new kind of weapon on the Earth world?” Elinor asked pointedly.
“We have been monitoring them frequently with drones since the first nuclear blast about seventy years ago,” Terrance said. “We have a pretty good idea of their capabilities and we have prepared everything we can think of to counteract any of their weapons. We know we are not infallible though, which is why we need your help. If there are any holes in what our technology can protect, we are counting on these four to fill in the gaps.”
“Do they speak the same language?” Denrik asked doubtfully.
“No, it is quite different actually,” Terrance replied. “We plan on keeping these four at our main facility in Shalilayo for a couple of days to teach them the languages and customs of the Earth humans. There are thousands of languages and dialects on the Earth world, so we will only be teaching them the most commonly used. As you can imagine, time is of the essence because the Earth humans may detonate more nuclear devices at any time and place.”
Celdic felt a chill go through him at the thought of Tenral being hit directly by the effects of one of these nuclear devices. Not only was the rest of the world counting on them to keep them safe, his own parents might die if he failed.
“So how do we go about getting rid of these nuclear devices?” Celdic asked with a raised eyebrow. “We would need to get rid of their knowledge of how to make new ones as well.”
“This is where it becomes somewhat complicated,” Terrance said, glancing down at Riah with a small smile. “When I was on the Earth world, I realized getting rid of the nuclear devices was only the first step. It was very easy since only one group of people knew how to make them. I realized that to keep them from making more of these weapons, I would actually need to convince them their violent way of life was wrong. I spent several years trying to teach them how much better life was for individuals in a society governed by love and sharing. Quite a few people were ready to change their way of life but, unfortunately, the people who were in charge did not want things to change. Their selfish natures had matured to the point where they would do anything to keep their stranglehold on humanity. The humans on the Earth world cannot use their yar, so I had a small advantage over them that helped me escape several tight spots. Eventually, though, they wore me down and I would have died if our people had not shown up when they had. My body had shut down completely, but I refused to leave it. I couldn’t stand the thought of this horrible world going right back to its barbaric way of life. Our people fixed my body and I was able to reunite myself again. My rescuers kept insisting we return to our own world, but I wanted to stay and continue my earlier work. I convinced them to stay for a few more days, but they eventually insisted on returning home.”
Terrance smiled at his daughter fondly. “It’s partly my fault she wants to go. I told her all of the stories of my time there so much that she wanted to go there herself and continue teaching them how to live peacefully.”
Terrance looked back at the rest of them. “In order to create a permanent end to this kind of threat, the humans on Earth will need to change their ways. You five are what we are calling Plan A. If you cannot convince them to change their ways, we will have to resort to Plan B.”
“What’s Plan B?” Li asked, though she looked like she had already guessed the answer.
“Relocation,” Terrance replied and Celdic grunted in surprise. He had thought it would be extermination.
“Won’t they just do the same thing wherever you relocate them?” Li asked doubtfully.
“No, that won’t be a problem,” Terrance assured her. “We discovered worlds where the materials to create nuclear weapons do not exist. Matter changes slightly as you move through the different existential wavelengths. Some worlds, far down the wavelength, consist of materials so dense they actually pull other objects towards them. Other worlds exist with matter so finite that it is like fog to us, even though it is completely solid to the inhabitants of their world. A lot of the technology in these suits was used from materials on other worlds.”
“How are you going to move them all?” Lendel asked. “Do you have vessels that large?”
“Well, first off, we aren’t going to remove all of them,” Terrance replied, glancing at his daughter again. “While you five are there, Riah will mark the ones who do not need to be moved with an impression on their minds to make them stand out to our pilots. The humans who remain will be the ones who actually want peace, but have lacked the power to achieve it. We plan on keeping an open dialogue with them to try and guide them through their society’s evolution and keep them from falling back into their violent tendencies.”
“How populated is their world?” Chale asked him with a calculating look in her eyes.
“That is the other problem,” Terrance said with a sigh. “They have over six billion people on their world.”
There was complete silence as everyone in the room stared at him disbelievingly. “I know it sounds like a lot. However, they have developed methods of communicating that will make it possible for you to reach out to millions of them at once.”
“Six billion,” Lendel mouthed, as if testing the word. “How is that even possible? How can their world support so many people?”
“Very poorly,” Terrance replied drily. “Millions of people die every year from starvation, earthquakes, crime and floods. Their way of life is also heavily dependent on a substance called oil, and they are very close to running out. This will also cause the death scale to escalate if we don’t intervene.”
“When do we leave?” Lendel asked, looking excited.
“If you agree to help then tomorrow morning we will travel to the Zeran continent to begin your training for the Earth world,” Terrance replied.
“I guess I should probably go let our parents know about all of this,” Lendel said musingly.
“Oh no, I didn’t even think about that!” Li exclaimed in consternation. “They aren’t going to take this very well at all.”
Denrik shared a look with his wife and she sighed resignedly. “We’ll come with you to help explain, Li.”
Li nodded glumly, standing up to leave.
Celdic could not help feeling happy that if he had to leave this world, at least he would still get to be with Li. He looked up and saw Riah watching him with a happy smile on her porcelain face. Celdic felt so warm inside that he could not help but smile back at her. He wondered if his newfound ability to project his emotions was the same thing Riah was doing. Celdic was not sure how that could be possible, since he was not even remotely related to any Zerans.
After Li and Lendel left, with Celdic’s parent following them, he and Chale were alone with Riah and Terrance. Celdic suddenly remembered his mother’s first reaction to seeing Terrance.
“How does my mother know who you are?” Celdic asked Terrance curiously.
“I’m the one who brought her to this world,” Terrance said with a small smile. “She spent a few days with us on the Zeran continent before we brought her here to live. I explained that some of her children, or grandchildren, might need to return to the Earth world. She did not like the idea then and it looks like she has only reinforced her original opinion throughout the last forty years.”
“I thought she was just here for a test to see if an Earth human could live in peace if they weren’t influenced by other Earth humans,” Celdic said in confusion. “Wouldn’t having her children leave this world ruin the experiment?”
“I think you might have misunderstood the real purpose we brought her here for,” Terrance said. “The main reason we brought her here was to see if a mix of the two human races would clean up all of the genetic defects in your Earth human side. Many of the Earth human’s problems seem to be the result of somebody tampering with their evolution. That is the reason they cannot use yar or understand concepts that seem very obvious and simple to us. They have blocks in their systems to keep them from learning properly. You’ll learn more about the full scope of their handicaps when we get to the Zeran continent.”
“She told us you had brought Earth humans to this world to live on the plains,” Chale said, narrowing her eyes. “But you told us the last humans died out three hundred years ago.”
“I said native humans,” Terrance said. “The humans we brought later were not the humans you are taught about in your school.”
“So why did it take so long for me to learn how to use my yar?” Celdic asked, looking at Terrance.
“There was leftover DNA from your Earth human side still blocking your brain,” Terrance replied. “The barriers were much thinner than the blocks in Earth human’s brains. The being who attacked you sensed you would be the strongest person out of your group and so it tried to possess you. When it tried to enter your consciousness it broke the barriers preventing you from using yar.”
“What exactly was that thing anyway?” Celdic asked with a shiver as he remembered the sense of complete violation.
“That is the other problem with these nuclear explosions the Earth humans are creating,” Terrance said seriously. “They are temporarily creating small openings for spirits who have been quarantined from the rest of the universe in a realm that serves as their prison. Every time the Earth humans detonate one of these weapons, some of these beings escape. Some of them are not very powerful, while some of them are far more powerful than humans or Zerans. We have been lucky so far, because the openings into their realm are random and the spirits who are more powerful are not able to predict where they will appear. The Angel race has vanished without a trace, though, so if the powerful ones escape there is no one strong enough to subdue them.”
“What is the Angel race?” Celdic asked curiously.
“I’m getting ahead of myself,” Terrance said with a laugh. “We should wait until we get you to the land of the Zerans to answer these questions, so your friends will know as well.”
Celdic sat in the living room on the couch across from where Chale sat curled up in an armchair. Terrance and his daughter had gone back to their vessel to give them some alone time. Celdic’s parents were helping Lendel and Li inform their parents they would be going on a journey to another world.
“What do you think this ‘vessel’ is Terrance keeps referring to?” Chale asked Celdic, intrigued. “Do you think it can fly?”
Celdic frowned, not really understanding where his sister was getting her ideas. “Why would you think it could fly?”
“Because he just showed up out of nowhere,” Chale replied as if it should be obvious. “One of the Guardians would have seen them if they came over land.”
Celdic grunted, unable to think of a valid protest to this line of reasoning. “I suppose it’s a possibility.”
“That was fascinating, meeting our first Zeran,” Chale said speculatively. “I wonder if they are all like her.”
Celdic barked a short laugh. “Did you see mom’s face after she got angry at Terrance and scared Riah? I’ve never seen her look so guilty.”
“This is definitely going to be odd, traveling with someone so delicate,” Chale said. “If the humans on this Earth world are even close to the level of violent brutality Terrance described, then this is going to be a very traumatic experience for Riah.”
“I suppose that’s where we come in,” Celdic said. The need to protect this small Zeran woman was still overwhelmingly strong in Celdic’s mind.
“I see that she affected you as strongly as she did me,” Chale said drily. “I couldn’t help but want to go put my arm around her to comfort her after mom’s outburst.”
“I just hope she affects the Earth humans as strongly as she did us,” Celdic said.
“I still cannot believe we are going to another world,” Chale said with her eyes lit up in excitement. “I always expected life to be rather boring, growing up here in Tenral. This is going to be much more exciting.”
Celdic gave a snort of amusement. Chale just had no concept of physical danger. She was definitely her mother’s daughter. She should be scared out of her wits, going to a world of vicious barbarians who would probably do everything in their power to try to kill her.
When Celdic’s parents returned, they kept the atmosphere very businesslike as they helped Celdic and Chale decide what they should take with them on their journey. Celdic could tell his mother was using every ounce of willpower she possessed to keep from breaking down in tears. It was early morning by the time they finally decided to go to bed. Celdic half awoke after a couple hours and noticed his mother standing in his doorway watching him fondly. He was too sleepy to know if he was just dreaming.
It was almost noon when Celdic awoke and got ready for the day. When he walked out to the living room, Terrance was already there, sitting on the couch with Riah snuggled up against him.
It was at this point that Elinor finally lost control and the tears began falling. Celdic hugged his mother awkwardly, wishing he could offer her more comfort. Celdic felt a third person join the hug and looked down in surprise to see Riah wrapping her small arms around their waists. She had to stand on the tips of her toes to reach. Celdic felt love suffuse his body so strongly his own eyes became watery. He had never felt an emotion so intense in his life. How could it be possible to have such strong emotions all of the time? Celdic was sure he would be exhausted if he were broadcasting emotions so powerful all the time. Was this what it felt like for Chale and Li when he projected his emotions on them?
Chale and Denrik joined the group hug. Celdic wished the moment could last forever. All too soon, they were releasing each other and saying their final farewells. Celdic could tell his mother felt better after being touched by Riah. There was a new sparkle of hope in her eyes as she watched them leave.
Terrance led them around to the back of their house. Celdic gaped at what he saw. Hovering six feet above the ground was a large silver disc at least a hundred feet in diameter. It made a small hum as it floated in the air. It was so reflective that the sun reflecting off it completely blinded Celdic. As they drew closer to it, a bridge of light formed a ramp up to an opening in the side of the disc.
“Wow!” Chale’s eyes were bright with anticipation. “How do you make these things?”
Terrance smiled at their amazement. “We actually grow them. It is a living organism. The first ones weren’t nearly as capable as these ones. After two thousand years of engineering the properties of the plants we use to grow them, we have come a long way.”
Celdic hesitantly followed them up the ramp, half expecting his foot to step right through the shimmering ramp of light. It was as firm as the achnetic roads.
Chale was not hesitant at all, racing past Celdic up the ramp to explore the inside. Celdic walked through the entry way and the bridge of light vanished. The inside of the vessel was brightly lit, though Celdic could not find a source for where the light came from. The air itself seemed to be producing the light, leaving no shadows anywhere. The inside of the vessel looked completely open, with no partitions or walls separating any part of it. On the perimeter of the wall there were six comfortable looking armchairs making a semi-circle. The outer walls were a light cream color that was soothing to the eye. The light hum Celdic heard outside the vessel was more pronounced on the inside. With his yar, he could feel different kinds of fluid flowing through arteries within the walls of the vessel. The terrific speed at which the fluids were travelling was the cause of the low hum. Celdic could feel the fluid make at least several million circulations in less than a second.
“Have a seat, please,” Terrance said, indicating the armchairs ringing the walls.
Celdic and Chale moved over to the chairs and sat down. Sank down would be a better term for it, Celdic decided. He had never sat in a chair so comfortable before. It felt like he was floating in the air rather than sitting on a solid object. Riah sat down next to Celdic with a reassuring smile as Terrance sat on the other side of Chale. She could obviously sense Celdic’s unease at the prospect of flying.
Celdic felt Terrance reach out with his yar to the vessel. Celdic gasped in amazement as the vessel’s own yar flared into life and bonded with Terrance’s yar. These vessels were not just alive they were advanced intelligent life. Most species did not evolve with the capability to use yar until they became sentient, and then the ability grew stronger as the species continued to evolve.
“You can all connect to the vessel’s yar the way you just saw me do it,” Terrance informed them. “Just reach out to it with your yar and it will do the rest.”
Celdic tentatively reached out to the vessel with his yar. As soon as his yar came in contact with the vessel it connected its own yar to his, forming a mental bond. Celdic gaped in surprise as a sudden deluge of information flooded his mind. He felt as if he had several extra limbs capable of motion, except they were not limbs, they were energy levels pulsing through the vessel. The vessel’s yar fed an impression of their surroundings straight to his visual cortex. It was very strange to see in every direction at the same time. There were other presences connected to him through the vessel’s yar, and Celdic realized with another shock it was Terrance and Riah’s thoughts. A moment later, he felt Chale’s thoughts join the group consciousness as she bonded with the vessel.
Can anyone in the group fly when we are bonded with it like this? Chale’s thought projected at Terrance.
Yes, Terrance replied.
Celdic thought it would be disconcerting to hear what those around him were thinking about him, but aside from Chale, the thoughts of Riah and Terrance were free from any judgments. Riah’s thoughts were innocent in their purity. She was filled with love and optimism so completely there did not seem to be any room left for negative thoughts. Terrance was very similar, though Celdic could feel a maturity to his thoughts spanning thousands of years. Celdic felt like an infant compared the vast amount of knowledge and understanding in Terrance’s mind.
Chale’s thoughts were predictably jittery as she studied every new sense they had acquired with extensive detail. There was no room in her mind at the moment for more than curiosity.
Moving to Terrance’s thoughts, the vessel lifted silently into the air and flew quietly to Li and Lendel’s home. Lendel, Li and their parents were all waiting in front of their house. The farewells looked every bit as uncomfortable as it had been for Celdic and his own parents. Li’s mother was openly crying and her father had the stoic expression indicating he was exerting great effort to stay in control of his emotions.
A large crowd of people began forming quickly after Terrance landed the vessel. Nobody in Tenral had seen anything like the shiny, flying disc. Terrance descended the ramp of light and went down to guide the two remaining youths on board. Several Guardians were running towards them from the far end of the street. Celdic recognized some of the youths in the growing crowd from school. Mumbles saw Celdic in the opening.
“Did you make that thing with your yar?” David asked, looking impressed.
“Not exactly,” Celdic said drily. “We have a visitor from the Zeran continent who needs some help, so we are going to be gone for a while.”
“Sounds fun,” David said, his eyes lighting up. “Got room for one more?”
“Actually, we don’t,” Terrance said as he herded Lendel and Li up the ramp. “We are already putting the maximum load this vessel can handle with the current passengers.”
David’s face fell and he looked so forlorn Celdic almost interceded for him. He was pretty sure Terrance could fit one more person on if he really wanted to.
“We’ll be back for more of you later,” Terrance told David with a smile. “That is, if we aren’t successful with the first part of the plan.”
Li’s face was tear-streaked. Celdic squeezed her hand as she passed by him and sat down on the other side of Riah. Riah reached out to hold her hand comfortingly. Celdic could feel the waves of gratitude Riah directed towards Li.
Terrance explained to Lendel and Li how to bond with the vessel and the two of them joined the group consciousness.
“Wow,” Lendel breathed in amazement. “I need to get one of these.”
The light ramp vanished just as the Guardians arrived, wide-eyed and gaping. Celdic grinned to himself, imagining the Guardians trying to figure out what they should do.
He walked back to his seat next to Riah and sat down. She was still immersing Li with emotions of gratitude and love. The sadness in Li’s eyes did not take long to disappear under the constant emotional massage from Riah.
Terrance began lifting off the ground again, leaving the growing crowd of citizens gawking in the streets below. Celdic wondered what his parents would tell the rest of the city. Nobody else in the city knew anything about it, including the Presidency and council.
“How long will it take to travel to the Zeran continent?” Chale asked Terrance intently, almost bouncing with excitement. Celdic could hear her thoughts cycling through hundreds of questions, one right after another. Lendel started chuckling as he saw Chale’s eagerness as well.
“Once we are aligned on a safe path, it should only take a few seconds,” Terrance replied. They could all see the visual representation of what he meant when he mentioned a safe path. It was like having a memory of doing it before, except it was Terrance’s memory, not theirs. The vessel automatically found the safest route to the destination your mind projected. They could also see the image of what the vessel would look like from someone on the ground. It looked just like a streak of light from a meteorite shooting across the sky.
Before Celdic could phrase the question of how the g-forces did not plaster them to the walls from such a sudden acceleration, the answer surfaced from Terrance’s memory again. The vessel created its own gravitational field and automatically adjusted the amount of gravity in the proper direction to counteract the force of acceleration. It was so exact a cup of water would not even ripple in the change from coasting speed to high speed.
It was less than a minute before they were descending into a lush forest with a clearing shaped just perfect for the vessel to land.
The light ramp opened up in the side of the vessel and Chale let out a regretful sigh. “I wanted to go up into space.”
“You’ll get your chance,” Terrance assured her with a smile. “In order to change your existential wave form to match the Earth world’s, you have to travel a couple thousand miles away from the planet.”
Celdic stood up and followed Terrance down the ramp. There were two men waiting for them at the bottom of the ramp. Celdic studied the adult Zerans curiously. They were about the same height as other humans. They had the same kind of lavender-colored eyes as Riah, with elongated pupils. They wore a full bodysuit similar to Riah’s garb. Celdic wondered if the full bodysuits were the only kind of clothing Zerans wore.
As if to answer his question, a Zeran woman appeared out of the trees in front of them. She was dressed in a full-length blue skirt and a loose white blouse. She walked with a fluid gait that was almost painfully graceful. Celdic remembered Terrance saying Zerans did not have bones in their body, but a kind of cartilage. Perhaps the lack of hardened bones was the cause of the fluid walk. Celdic could not help but notice the emotions he felt from the other Zerans were much weaker than the powerful emotions Riah broadcasted. Was it a controlled ability or did Riah just have a much stronger presence than the other Zerans?
The Zeran woman in the skirt walked straight over to Riah and knelt down to embrace her. Terrance walked over to the pair and rubbed the woman’s shoulder. “This is Morindessa.”
Celdic could feel her opposing resonance to Terrance, marking her as his link. He felt his cheeks redden slightly and glanced away, hoping he did not look as popeyed as Lendel. Morindessa was by far one of the most beautiful women Celdic had ever seen. The only person Celdic had ever met to equal her was Selindria. She actually bore a remarkable resemblance. Chale and Li wore matching expressions of hopelessness as they did the routine comparisons women always do when they see another woman. Celdic was glad he looked away because as soon as Li finished her comparison her gaze shifted to Celdic. It was a very cool gaze, much preferable to the heated glare Chale was directing at Lendel, who seemed unable to stop staring at Morindessa. Celdic winced in sympathy for the pain Chale was surely going to repay Lendel for his unabashed ogling of Terrance’s link.
Celdic nodded at Morindessa politely, hoping to keep his face as neutral as possible. A small smile appeared on her perfect face as she studied the four youths, as if she knew what they were thinking. “I’m happy to finally meet you,” Morindessa told them in a voice that made them feel she meant every word she said. “I have heard so much about the four of you for the last couple of years.”
Chale frowned, looking slightly disgruntled. “You have been watching us for several years?”
“Oh yes,” Morindessa assured her with a warm smile. “We wanted to make sure we found the most capable people for this mission, so we couldn’t rush things. I must tell you Chale, you have provided a great deal amusement for the Zeran community. Some of our children have idolized you and started experimenting with the idea of practical jokes. They don’t really seem to have the knack though, because they always warn the target before the joke can play itself through.”
“Great,” Chale muttered under her breath. “So much for being sneaky. I’ve had an audience the whole time.”
Lendel sniggered at Chale’s discomfort. She glanced at him expressionlessly without saying anything. Lendel tried to turn the snigger into a coughing fit, while still trying to hide a grin. “I must have swallowed down the wrong pipe.”
“Would you like some water?” Riah asked Lendel, her large eyes full of concern.
“No, that won’t be necessary,” Lendel assured her quickly. “It’s all better now.”
“Are you sure Lendel?” Chale asked sweetly. “I’m sure there is a bucket somewhere with enough water in it to take care of your problem.”
Riah stood watching the pair, her gaze going back and forth between the two of them as she tried to work out what was being said. She seemed to recognize they were not being serious finally, but Celdic could tell she was very inexperienced with the art of sarcasm.
“Why don’t we show you all to your dwellings,” Terrance interrupted the exchange lightly. “Then we’ll give you a small tour of the area and explain what you will be learning before you go to the Earth world.”
“When do I get my suit?” Lendel asked no one in particular.
“Is Selindria a Zeran?” Chale asked suddenly, watching Terrance intently.
“Half Zeran,” Terrance replied with a half smile. “Her father was from the race of Talons. There are not very many of them because they do not live in social environments like Zerans and humans. If Zerans inherited the mellow traits from humans, then Talons inherited the aggressive traits. Talons don’t cause much trouble though, because they cannot stand to live with each other.”
“How did a Talon end up with a Zeran if their temperaments are so different?” Chale asked curiously.
“Didn’t you know opposites attract?” Terrance asked wryly. “Lochnar was one of the most easy-going Talons I have ever met. He almost seemed like a Zeran sometimes.”
“You said ‘was’,” Chale said pointedly. “Is he dead?”
“Not exactly,” Terrance said sadly. “Sendria died giving birth to Selindria and Morindessa. It was one of those rare instances where none of the Zerans proficient at healing were anywhere near her. They tried to bring her back, but her spirit had not waited the customary three days. It was gone after the first couple of hours. After Sendria’s death, Lochnar turned very bitter. He’s probably the most disagreeable person on this world, as well as several others.”
Morindessa laughed at his assessment but did not disagree.
“Wait a minute,” Chale interrupted with a puzzled look. “Morindessa is Selindria’s sister?”
“Her twin sister,” Terrance replied.
“And all of this time I thought she did not have a family,” Chale said in wonder. “Why doesn’t she ever visit?”
“She visits quite often,” Terrance assured her with a smile. “That is one of the reasons she does not live in the city. She has a vessel behind her house she uses to visit. As you saw, it only takes a few seconds to travel here.”
“I think I would have heard about it if Selindria had a vessel at her house,” Chale said in surprise. “How does she keep it hidden?”
“Invisibility is just one of a host of abilities our flying vessels possess,” Terrance replied.
Celdic shook his head as he felt Morindessa’s resonance. Morindessa and Selindria’s matching yar should have been apparent to him immediately, but he still was not accustomed to sensing everyone with his yar.
“How long ago was Selindria born?” Celdic asked, hoping he was finally going to learn how old Selindria was.
“Eight-hundred years ago,” Terrance replied. “I studied her and Morindessa while they were still children and they had some very interesting characteristics as a result of their mixed heritage. They will live to be nearly five thousand years old. This is strange, because Talons usually only live for about three thousand years and Zerans no longer than a couple thousand. Half-breeds always produce interesting traits.”
He said the last part with a smile at Celdic and Riah to take any insult out of his statement. Celdic could only agree with him. They definitely had some strange traits.

Celdic stared at the trees and other vegetation that surrounded them as Terrance led them through the lush forest. Everything looked like it had grown where it was naturally, leaving a pathway for the group to walk through that was covered in a resilient, bright green ground cover. The forest seemed filled with so much life. There were far too many species for Celdic to identify. Celdic had no idea what most of the races were that he was seeing. Most of the plants looked alien as well. A large, spotted cat sprawled out on a tree branch above the path. Celdic hesitated, not wanting to walk underneath and present his back to one of the few carnivorous species on Shalilayo. Occasionally the wild mountain cats around Tenral would attack a human, if they were starving. Lendel and Li also stopped next to Celdic, watching the cat nervously. Chale walked right under it and started talking to it.
“You are a pretty thing, aren’t you?” Chale crooned at it. “Such pretty spots.”
The cat’s ear twitched as it looked down at her curiously, flipping its tail idly through the air.
“What are you doing Chale?” Lendel hissed at her urgently. “You’re going to get your face scratched off!”
Chale glanced back at Lendel and laughed scornfully at his exasperated expression. “Do you think they would just walk underneath it if it were dangerous?” Chale indicated Terrance with his wife and daughter.
Celdic looked sideways at Lendel, feeling slightly sheepish. Just then, the spotted cat jumped down the eight-foot drop to land next to Chale, standing as high as her waist. She gave a small start of surprise and Celdic tensed himself to tackle the cat off Chale. Instead, the large cat pushed its head into Chale’s thigh and started purring loudly. Chale reached out and tentatively scratched its ear, causing it to push its head into her even more.
“See?” Chale said innocently to Lendel with a smile. “He’s perfectly harmless.”
Celdic half wished the great cat would at least bite Chale’s hand, something to take the gloating look out of her eyes as she stood scratching the cat’s ears with a smug expression.
Lendel glowered at her for a moment before moving past her wordlessly. Terrance and his small family had stopped a little further up the path, watching the exchange with interest. When the rest of them caught up to Terrance, he gestured back toward the cat that was now trailing Chale.
“All of the species here on the Zeran continent are friendly.” Terrance smiled with what Celdic could only call pride.
“Even to each other?” Lendel asked skeptically.
“Oh yes, even to each other,” Terrance assured him with another pleased smile. “The Zeran people who settled here became so appalled by any kind of violence that they began trying to find ways to help the ecosystem survive without the need to kill other creatures. They experimented with different plants to try to create a species of plant life to provide the nutrients a carnivore needs to survive. They successfully bred a species of plant life containing the nutrition the carnivores needed, but the problem of getting them to stop killing other creatures remained. They finally came up with the idea of modifying the properties of the plants that herbivores ate so it caused them to give off a repellant scent to the carnivores. Then they added the alluring scent to the plants they wanted the carnivores to eat. There hasn’t been a violent death on the Zeran continent for almost nine centuries.”
“So modest,” Morindessa murmured affectionately to her husband, lightly brushing his cheek with her fingers. “You forgot to tell them that all of those ‘they’s’ were actually ‘you’s’.”
Terrance shook his head ruefully. “I was just on the sidelines shouting out ideas. It was the Zerans that really made it work.”
Morindessa’s smile widened. “I was there, you know? I remember exactly who made it work.”
“Well, we should probably get them to their rooms, don’t you think?” Terrance commented, his cheeks slightly red from what Celdic could only guess was embarrassment.
Morindessa laughed lightly and lovingly caressed his face again. “Of course, my love, whatever you say.”
“He’s looking a little hot under the collar, isn’t he?” Chale said with an impish grin.
Riah smiled back at Chale. “He’s terrible at taking compliments. He would rather eat fire than accept a compliment.”
Celdic noticed that some of the trees on the side of the walkway had large, brown fruits hanging from thick vines. They gave off a very pungent odor, as if there were something dead inside of them. Celdic guessed they were the fruit the carnivores now ate.
“What a strange place,” Lendel muttered to Celdic, falling into step next to him. “I wonder what the Rajan council would think of it.”
“They would probably start getting seeds immediately,” Celdic said wryly. “The Gardeners were always the most soft-hearted people in Tenral. They would leap at the chance to grow a plant that stopped the carnivorous species from killing each other.”
Celdic marveled at the assortment of creatures that filled the forest all around them. There was a large-winged bird up in one of the trees at least twice as large as a human was. It had a razor sharp beak that was almost two feet long. The front portion of the wings were made up of a hard bone that was serrated sharply enough to cut a person in half if the bird flew into them. Celdic could not imagine that such an obviously dangerous creature could get along with the animals that used to be its prey. A small squirrel ran right over the giant bird’s feet perched on the thick tree branch and the bird just cocked its head sideways to look down at the squirrel beadily.
Lendel almost tripped over a small herd of marmots marching across the trail. He looked down at them with a wry smile. “Don’t let me get in your way.”
One of them looked back and made a chattering noise at him that sounded a lot like a mad giggle. Riah turned back to look at the small rodent with an amused smile. “He thinks you smell funny. They’re not used to having visitors so the foreign odors from your clothes stand out to them.”
“You can talk to them?” Li asked in surprise.
“Most animals have basic communication skills that are easy to learn,” Riah said, moving back to walk next to Li. She seemed to feel more comfortable with Li than with any of the others. Celdic guessed that it was because Li was the most sensitive person in their little group. Of course, Li was also the closest in size to Riah, so she did not have to crane her neck to look up at her. Riah reached out to hold Li’s hand as they walked and Celdic felt Li’s sudden awkwardness. The youths from Tenral were not very comfortable with random physical contact, like hugs and holding hands. After a few moments, Celdic felt Li relax a little. It was almost like holding hands with a little kid, even though Riah was twice their age. She had such an innocent view of the world that she just did not seem very old. Old people had usually seen enough in their life to remove any sense of innocence. Perhaps it was different here among the Zerans.
Terrance stopped in front of a large wall of bark that towered into the sky above them. Celdic gasped when he saw that what he had thought of as large bridges in the air were actually branches. He looked at the titanic tree in front of him disbelievingly. Nothing could grow this large. It must have been half of a mile wide. It just was not possible for a tree to grow that large.
The tree bark in front of them suddenly parted then curled inwards to form a large doorway. The four youths from Tenral stood gaping at the monstrosity that must have taken up at least a hundred acres of land. Terrance turned around, grinning at their awestruck expressions.
“We also didn’t like killing trees and other vegetative life to build homes out of, so we learned how to grow them into a shape that we could live inside of.” Terrance patted the tree fondly as he stepped inside of it. “Most of our technology is based off what we can engineer biological elements to do. You’ll find that on the Earth world they concentrate on metals and electrical energy to provide their technology. They rarely make use of living organisms, except for cruel experiments.”
“They don’t need to hear about that yet,” Morindessa told her husband soothingly. “Let them get settled in first.”
Terrance grinned apologetically. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to say all of that. I still get a little overwhelmed by it all.”
Celdic felt a sick fascination to know more about the Earth humans. How bad could they be? Celdic was pretty sure that the four of them from Tenral would not be as sickened as the Zerans were by the behavior of the Earth humans. After all, several of the creatures around Tenral were still carnivores. Celdic had seen plenty of wolves running past him with rabbits hanging limply from their mouths. There was even the occasional murder in Tenral, though there had not been one in Celdic’s lifetime. Every person in Tenral spent an hour every day learning how to fight during their school years, so violence was certainly not an overwhelming notion.
“Do they seem a little overly squeamish to you too?” Lendel whispered to him, as if reading his mind.
“We’ll see,” Celdic grunted, hoping they were just being overly sensitive.
When Celdic walked through the opening in the tree, the bark peeled back in on itself, closing the hole to the outside world. The inside of the tree had the same pleasant walls as the flying vessel. Celdic thought the inside would be large and spacious, but the room they were in was no larger than the living room at his home in Tenral. There were large L shaped objects leaning against the wall. Celdic watched Chale walk over to one and sit down, having guessed what it was for. The seat and back looked like some kind of rubber material. Chale sat back into the chair and closed her eyes with a sigh. Celdic could see it conforming to her figure like a mold.
“If we ever make it back to this world,” Chale said without opening her eyes, “I want the seeds for one of these plants.”
Celdic squinted closer at the seat and saw there was a cord stretching away from the chair that burrowed into the ground. It must have been the root. Obviously, Terrance was serious when he said all of their technology was based on plant life. There was no visible light source, but there was a soft ambient light filling the room. The Zerans had apparently found a better source for light than the Nightbright they used in Tenral.
“Your rooms are just through here,” Terrance indicated another bark wall that looked completely solid. When he walked up to it, there was a small scraping noise and the bark peeled back again to show a hallway that stretched as far down as the eye could see. The walls of the hall were not straight, like the hallways in the buildings of Tenral. They curved in and out along the surface, and then curved up to the ceiling overhead, making the hall feel more circular than square.
“These first eight doors lead to sleeping rooms,” Terrance told them, gesturing along the hallway’s wall. “You are welcome to choose whichever one you like.”
“I’ll stay in this one,” Lendel volunteered, moving toward what looked like blank wall to Celdic. When he got close to the wall, it peeled back the way that the others had, leaving a large opening for Lendel to walk through.
“Am I just blind?” Celdic muttered, not really trying to be heard. “Why can’t I see any of these doors?”
As quiet as he had said it, Terrance’s head whipped around in surprise to stare at Celdic. “You cannot see the doorways?”
Celdic shrugged his shoulders uncomfortably as everyone turned to stare at him peculiarly. “Is there a knack for seeing what they look like?”
“Anyone that can use their yar should be able to see these doors,” Terrance said with a puzzled frown. “They were designed to blend in back when the earlier humans on this world were still hostile. The primitive humans were unable to use their yar, so we made the doors react to people’s yar.”
“Oh,” Celdic said in sudden embarrassment. He reached out with his yar and suddenly he could see small glowing blue outlines marking doors along the hallway. “I haven’t been using my yar for very long, so I still forget about it sometimes.”
Chale started laughing delightedly at Celdic’s burning red face. “Its okay little brother, you just stick with me and I’ll take care of you.”
Celdic raised an eyebrow at Chale and then turned to Terrance. “Is there a place that we will be able to practice our hand-to-hand combat skills?”
“Now, now children,” Li said with a smile. “Play nicely. We wouldn’t want to alert our hosts to the fact that they have human barbarians on their own world.”
“Wow, this is amazing!” Lendel had gone into the first room and was wandering around staring with his mouth open.
Celdic walked into the room and felt his jaw drop. There was a small pool of water in the center of the room with a small waterfall that came through the far wall above it. A short silky grass covered the floor that Celdic could tell must be extremely soft, even with his boots on. A small, wooden walkway arched over the middle of the pond. Now that Celdic was using his yar, he could feel that it was actually a part of the tree itself. There were large glowing sacks hanging from thick cords on the ceiling, giving the room a much softer glow than the ambient light in the hallway did. The room had a strong pleasant odor, like a mix between lavender and spearmint. Hanging green vines that had flowers blooming all over them covered the walls. There were several clusters of living chairs scattered around the room, as well as a very large one that looked like the bed. Celdic noticed there were also quite a few creatures in the pond, from ducks and other fowl to strange spider-shaped creatures that walked on the surface of the water with large pontoons on the end of each leg. The floating spiders were at least as tall as his waist. Celdic remembered that all of the creatures were tame in the Zeran lands, but spiders? He reached out with his yar to study them. The first one looked up at him when it felt his yar probing it. Celdic automatically took a step backward as the giant spider began quickly moving towards him.
“It’s okay,” Terrance said to Celdic reassuringly. “They are very social creatures and when someone shows an interest in them they always want to return the favor. He will want to walk around you quite closely because their yar only reaches a few inches away from their bodies.”
It took all of Celdic’s self-control to hold still as the giant spider walked right up until its face was almost touching his chest. Celdic could see the fur on the large mandibles that stood in front of two large fangs. It had three rows of beady black eyes on its head that were all watching him intently. The creature seemed to sense Celdic’s extreme discomfort. It reached out with its yar, barely touching Celdic from a few inches away. Celdic felt his mind blur, followed by a nauseating sensation of being in two bodies at the same time. As he stared at the other spiders out on the water, they no longer looked like horrors from a nightmare. They looked elegantly graceful with their long legs and fluid movements. The fur suddenly looked attractive on the spiders, rather than repulsive. Even the maw and palps just looked like a mouth and arms.
With another nauseating blur, Celdic was suddenly only seeing through his own eyes again. He stared down at the spider with amazement. It had connected to his mind and shown him how it saw itself. How had it done that? Celdic had always thought that only humans and Zerans could use their yar. His fear evaporated when he felt the earnestness of the creature as it tried to help him see his species in a new light.
“This place is so weird,” Celdic said in awe. The spider nodded its head slightly at him and ran back to the pond, somehow not tripping over its eight legs that seemed like they should be so ungainly.
“Actually, I think that I am going to claim this room, Lendel,” Celdic told his friend as he stared at the amazing display of botanical art and creatures that covered the room.
“I’ll fight you for it,” Lendel said with a grin.
“All of the rooms are more or less the same,” Terrance informed them from the doorway. “This one was only recently finished, so there may be a few rough edges still.”
“Rough edges,” Celdic murmured to himself, guessing that what he thought of as a rough edge was probably quite a bit different from what a Zeran thought. “All right, Lendel, you can have this room. I want to see what one looks like that doesn’t have ‘rough edges’.”
Lendel looked slightly crestfallen so Celdic added, “I’ll still kick your butt after they show us where we can practice our combat.”
Lendel’s face brightened noticeably. “Good, ’cause you’re looking a little too chipper today. You need a beating to knock some of it out of you.”
Celdic heard a gasp from the doorway and turned to see Riah watching the two of them apprehensively. “He was only speaking metaphorically, Riah,” Celdic assured her with a smile.
“You’ll think metaphorically,” Lendel muttered behind him, but not loud enough for Riah to hear.
Celdic’s room was very similar to the room where Lendel was staying. The only difference Celdic could see was the walls, which seemed slightly smoother. They hummed quietly, a comforting sound that was almost too quiet to hear. The bed was on ground level, and looked similar to the chairs in the entry room, though they were much larger and completely horizontal. Celdic tried lying down in it to test it out. It was just like the chair in the flying vessel. Celdic felt like he was floating in the air as the plant conformed to his shape perfectly. The head of the bed even had a slight uprising to act as a pillow. It was hard to believe all of the furniture was actually alive. Celdic had expected to see small bugs all throughout the tree but, so far, he had not seen any. Perhaps they only came out at night.
Terrance had asked them to join him in the room at the far end of the hall after they settled in. Celdic could not think of anything else to do, so he walked back out into the hallway to see if Lendel was ready yet. He was pretty sure Li and Chale would be a while. Women always took forever.
Celdic could feel Lendel with his yar, moving towards the door to the hall. He emerged with a grin on his face. “I see you got the room next to Li.”
Celdic wondered how Lendel knew where Li’s room was, but the question was answered for him when he heard Li’s voice behind him.
“Wow, I cannot believe you two are already out,” Li said in surprise. “Men always take forever to unpack.”
Celdic frowned, wondering if she had somehow read his earlier thoughts. He peered at her suspiciously until she gave him a questioning look. “What are you looking at me like that for?”
“He looks at you that way all of the time,” Lendel said before Celdic could open his mouth. “He usually does it when you aren’t watching, though.”
“Is that a fact?” Li asked skeptically, raising one eyebrow.
“It’s a Lendel Fact,” Celdic replied dryly, rolling his eyes.
Li laughed at Lendel’s sudden scowl. He was a little sensitive about his friend’s common use of the term ‘Lendel Fact’. Once, during an argument about something long forgotten, Celdic asked Lendel for some kind of source to prove his argument. Lendel told him that it did not need any sources, because it was a fact. Case closed. So now when Lendel made spurious pronouncements, his sister and friends would ask him if it was a Lendel Fact.
Chale joined them in the hall, glancing both ways to see if anyone else was with them. “I’m ready to see what else they have here,” Chale told them impatiently. “Let’s go.”
“Oh sorry,” Celdic said with mock sincerity. “Were we holding you up?”
“You are too short to hold me up,” Chale retorted spitefully, turning in a whirl and stalking toward the end of the hall.
Celdic thought about using his yar to trip her. If he could have been sure he would not blow her leg clean off, he would have, but he was still too inexperienced with his new ability.
It took them almost five minutes to reach the far end of the hall. There was another room at the end that formed a circle. There was a ring of chairs with helmets attached to their backs.
Terrance was already seated. Riah and Morindessa were with him as well. Their eyes had a glazed look and they were moving their hands through the air as if they were manipulating objects of some kind.
“Go ahead and pick a seat,” Terrance said when he saw them enter. “We are going to start showing you some of the current events occurring on the Earth world and give you a little bit of history. Just reach out toward the globe on the ceiling with your yar. It will take care of the rest.”
Somehow, Celdic ended up sitting next to Li. After putting their helmets on, she reached out and grasped his hand lightly, causing his heartbeat to jump erratically as their opposing resonances’ meshed from the physical contact.
Celdic reached out with his yar toward the shiny silver globe hanging from the ceiling and felt its yar reach out and bond with his yar. As soon as the bond formed, Celdic’s vision blurred and he then he saw a large forest hundreds of feet beneath him. He looked around in confusion, trying to locate Li. He could still feel her resonance singing with his own right next to him, but he could not see her.
“What you are seeing is a vision of the Earth world,” Terrance explained when he saw Celdic’s confusion. “The bond enables us to show you everything our drones see on Earth.”
The scene began to grow distant as the drone’s perspective climbed in altitude. Large bodies of water and forests appeared, followed by oceans and then the entire world.
“As you can see, the land masses on Earth are quite a bit different than the land masses on our own world,” Terrance told them in a lecturing voice. “The first thing I’m going to show you is one of the devices the Earth humans are using to cause this large scale destruction.”
The image suddenly zoomed down onto one of the continents and a desert came into view once more. The scene continued zooming, right into the dry sand and into the crust of the earth. It stopped after a few hundred feet, where it encountered a large cylinder shaped object several hundred feet long.
“This is what the Earth humans call a missile,” Terrance told them as the drone circled the large, pointed cylinder slowly. “They put a device on the head of the missile that, when detonated, splits a hydrogen atom and causes a chain reaction. This causes a large explosion and all of the oxygen is quickly sucked into the blast area. The mushroom cloud or halo that appears is charged with irradiated particles that are deadly to the Earth humans. The initial explosion of one of these devices is what is causing the fabric of the earth’s existential waveform to split open and burn through to other existential waveforms. We have sent quite a few drones to the Earth world and disabled their nuclear weapons, but they keep replacing them with more. The waste created when they build a nuclear device has a much stronger effect on existential waveforms than the initial explosion does. The places where they dump the toxic materials bleed through to our world and poison anything that is alive. They also generate power using this nuclear technology. As you can see, their nuclear plants produce quite a bit of waste product.”
Celdic watched as the drone orbited two large inverted towers. There were lines of locomotive vehicles moving away from the site.
“Those vehicles on the tracks are called trains,” Terrance continued his narration. “They carry spent fuel rods to dump sites. They produce so many of these fuel rods even the Earth humans are recognizing a problem with their disposal techniques.”
Terrance paused and Celdic could feel he was extremely uncomfortable. “This next part is going to be really gruesome,” Terrance warned them apologetically. “Just pull your yar back if it becomes too much for you.”
Celdic felt a thrill of excitement to finally see one of the things making the Zerans so repulsed. The drone’s view sped over the desert landscape until it came to a large, wooden building filled with some kind of quadruped creature.
“These are cows,” Terrance began with a deep breath. “They eat grass for the most part. The humans keep them enclosed in large pens and make sure they have plenty to eat. Once they reach a certain age, they take them to this building over here and slaughter them so the Earth humans can eat them.”
Celdic sat in his chair dumbfounded. Had he heard him correctly? The humans on this world actually killed other animals and ate them?
“What do you mean, they eat them?” Chale asked in a weak voice.
Terrance sighed sadly. “I am being completely literal, I’m afraid. They cut the creatures into pieces and then distribute their meat among each other.” The image suddenly changed to show the insides of the building, where large chain saws on motors chopped the corpses of cows hanging from hooks in half. The scene changed to a different building where there was a large row of packaged red meat filling the counter. “Humans come to this place to get their food. As you can see, it is not just cows they are eating.” The view changed rapidly, flashing through farms with different kinds of animals in every scene. “All of these animals are tended by the humans until they reach a mature enough state for the humans to consume them. Many of the humans prefer to keep the younger animals tied up for their first several months of life so they cannot move and then they slaughter them. It makes the meat tenderer when they cannot move.”
The scene changed again, showing a small calf hog-tied in a crate. The image zoomed out and showed a field full of the crates that must have taken up hundreds of acres. The scene flashed to show a pig farm where several men hauled a recently slaughtered pig to the slaughterhouse. The view moved into the slaughterhouse. There was blood everywhere, covering the walls, sprayed on the ceiling and as sticky as glue on the floor. The newly slaughtered pig was put on a table, the only semi-clean object in the room. One of the humans selected a long knife and began cutting the pig open from top to bottom. Intestines spilled out all over the table and floor. The intestines were gathered up and placed in a grinder. The only thing not going into the meat grinder was the muscle on the pig. The muscles were cut into sections and packaged in white paper. The grinder deposited small tubes of ground pig parts into a large container that were also wrapped up in the white paper.
The scene shifted again, showing people out on a boat with poles hanging over the side with string going into the water. One of the human men began pulling his line in and Celdic saw a small fish that looked like a trout hanging on the end of the line. As the human pulled the fish into the boat, Celdic realized the fish was actually impaled through its jaw with a barbed hook attached to the end of the line. The human roughly pulled the hook out of the suffocating fish and after shaking his head disdainfully, he threw it back into the water. Celdic noticed there were several dozen larger fish in a box at the bow of the boat. They were alive still, but were suffocating from being in the open air. One of the fish seemed to be looking at him with a terrified eye almost popping out of its head and the gills were pumping in and out feverishly. Celdic reached towards it helplessly, wishing that he could throw it back into the lake.
The scene shifted again and showed several dozen skinned coyotes thrown into a large pile. The picture moved up into the mountains and focused on another coyote chewing on its own front leg. There was some kind of metal-spiked jaw snapped shut on the coyote’s paw, biting down into the bone. It was nailed to a tree so that the coyote was stuck. He watched the coyote whimper as it finished chewing through its leg. A human appeared just when the coyote began to hobble off. There was a loud crack of gunfire and the coyote collapsed with a trickle of blood oozing out of its mouth. The stump of a leg was still bleeding profusely, soaking the ground where it lay.
Celdic heard a retching sound and hearing it was enough to cause his own stomach to heave horribly, spraying the contents of his last couple of meals all over the floor in front of him. He pulled his yar back and realized he was shaking uncontrollably. All of the others had their pulled back as well and most of them had vomited on the floor in front of them. Lendel had not vomited, but his face was a sickly green color and his hand hovered over his stomach as if he were about to go at any moment. Riah had silent tears streaming down her face and she clung to Morindessa tightly. Morindessa was not as distraught as the rest of them as she stroked her daughter’s hair, but there was a disapproving frown on her normally sunny countenance. Celdic realized he had Li’s hand in a death grip and she was squeezing back almost as hard.
“I can’t believe it,” Chale said weakly. “How could they butcher all of these other species and eat them? How can they live with themselves?”
“They make it more pleasing to the eye by packing it into slices so the humans who eat the meat never see the creatures or any of the butchering process,” Terrance replied quietly. “They are raised by their parents and taught it is the way things are done. They usually never question whether it is right or wrong. There are a select few who can see how terrible it is and they only eat normal food. The other humans call them Vegans.”
“What was he doing with those fish?” Celdic asked in a sick voice.
“They catch fish as a sport,” Terrance said sadly. “If the fish isn’t big enough for their purpose, they throw it back into the water.”
“So they torture fish as a recreational activity?” Celdic asked in disgust.
“I’m sure that they don’t see it that way,” Terrance said with a twisted smile. “But yes, that pretty much sums it up. The reason for all of the skinned coyotes was because people want the coyote’s fur. In many cases, the humans just hunt coyotes for the pleasure they get in killing them. The traps they set for the coyotes are only checked every week or two, so usually the coyote has starved to death or chewed off its leg and died somewhere else by the time the human returns to check on the trap.”
“Why?” Li asked in a tight voice that was so brittle that Celdic knew she was close to crying. “Why do they take so much pleasure in killing everything?”
“It is a hunger humans have to prove their dominance,” Terrance said. “Even they don’t know why they enjoy it so much, but it stems from their need to prove dominance to the females of their race in order to find a mate. They don’t think of it like that anymore but it is the underlying reason for most of the aggression driving the life of human men. The human women of the past would always look for the most physically fit man to be the mother of their children, because it was a good indication their children would be healthy and strong. If the men wanted to get a mate, they would have to subdue any other challengers to prove their strength. They no longer need to prove themselves through acts of dominance, but old habits die hard. If they had the ability to sense yar, they would probably have turned out differently since they would be able to sense the resonance of their link. As it is, most humans just pick mates randomly.”
“What do they do with all of the excrement from the cows, if they keep them all penned up together?” Chale asked apprehensively.
“They usually don’t do anything with it,” Terrance replied with a sigh. “They have to live in it. Every once in a while the farmer will clean it out so he can use it for fertilizer, but they are usually up to their knees in their own excrement.”
Celdic lay in his bed, or perhaps floated, trying to get the pictures of hacked-up pieces of animal flesh out of his mind. It was bad enough the Earth humans ate animal flesh but their practice of breeding them by the hundreds of millions in captivity for the sole purpose of eating them made Celdic’s stomach do somersaults. Did the Earth humans have no conscience at all? Celdic wondered if they ate other humans as well.
A light knock at his door brought him out of his horror-filled thoughts. “Come in,” Celdic called out, wondering if they could hear him through the walls.
The doorway opened up and Li walked in to the room. Celdic’s heart immediately started beating faster. Her dark, brown eyes were red-rimmed and there were tearstains down her cheeks. She smiled tremulously at Celdic as she slowly walked over to where he now sat in his bed.
“I’m sorry to wake you,” Li said apologetically. “I couldn’t sleep and I was going to go crazy if I had to stay in my own head thinking about the Earth humans.”
“I couldn’t sleep either,” Celdic said with a sigh. “I cannot get the horror of it out of my head.”
“How could anyone be so callous?” Li wondered, her eyes uncomprehending. “I don’t understand how they can justify to themselves what they are doing, even if they were raised with the tradition of eating animal flesh. I’m sure they would think it a monstrous act if another species used them for food stock, so why is it not obvious what they are doing is monstrous?”
“I don’t understand either,” Celdic said quietly. “I keep thinking that somehow the drones were mistaken in what they were seeing. I am not holding out much hope for Plan A if this is the true nature of Earth humans. Riah isn’t even human. They’ll probably try to eat her. It looked like they tried to eat anything that could move.”
“I wonder what it is like for the few among them Terrance called Vegans,” Li said, her eyes full of pity. “It must be terrible, witnessing so much slaughter everywhere. We should just bring them to this world.”
“If Plan A doesn’t work, then they won’t need to leave,” Celdic said grimly. “The other Earth humans will be removed instead.”
“What a mess they’ll be stuck with,” Li said with a shutter. “All of the nuclear waste everywhere, as well as all of those imprisoned animals. We’ll have to find a way to free them when we remove the barbarians so that they don’t starve to death in their cages.”
Celdic nodded his agreement. There would not even be close to enough humans left to care for the penned up animals. It would take a large part of the Zeran population to help with that kind of effort. If they were limited so that only the younger people could travel to other worlds, Celdic wondered if it would even be possible to save all of the imprisoned animals.
Li lay down on her back on the bed, staring at the dimly glowing sacks of light. “Terrance said we would learn even worse things about the Earth humans tomorrow. I’m glad he let us have the rest of the day to recover because I don’t think I could take any more knowledge about the human’s homicidal tendencies.”
Celdic lay down beside Li and nodded his agreement. “I see why they didn’t want to send a party of Zerans alone to visit the barbarians. They would probably take it much worse than we are.”
Celdic was finally starting to get drowsy as he lay talking to Li about what horrors might still await them on the Earth world. He realized Li had fallen asleep while he was explaining what he had learned of the flying vessel with his yar. Her face was simply beautiful in the soft light with the cares and worries of the day fading away, leaving her skin smooth and unlined. He reached out and moved a lock of hair so he could see her face better. She did not even stir.
Celdic awoke with a start when he heard a banging noise on the door, immediately followed by Lendel. “Have you seen Li, she’s not in her r--” Lendel cut off as he saw her still sleeping on Celdic’s bed. Celdic realized his arm was draped over Li’s waist and she was curled up around it, making it impossible for him to extract it without waking her. Celdic’s face reddened in embarrassment and Lendel chuckled wickedly. In softer tones he whispered, “Did you have a long night?”
Celdic glowered at him, wishing he dared to use his yar to thump him. Before he could retort, Chale came strolling through the door without knocking. “Oh, there you all are.” She stopped dead and a wide grin split her face when she saw Celdic and Li cuddled up with each other. “Oh my, did you stay warm last night, Celdic?”
“As a matter fact, I did,” Celdic retorted in a light whisper, glaring at his sister and Lendel. “Why don’t you two learn how to knock and wait to be asked in before barging into someone else’s room?”
“This is exactly the reason why.” Chale grinned impishly at him. “How else would we catch you with your pants down? Metaphorically speaking, of course.”
Celdic shook his head in disgust. Chale must have some kind of sixth sense on when to show up at all of the wrong moments. She always seemed to appear at Celdic’s most embarrassing events.
“Watch this,” Chale told Lendel with an evil smile. She quietly walked over to where Li lay sleeping next to Celdic, ignoring his suspicious gaze. She bent her face down and kissed Li on the cheek before Celdic realized what she was doing. Li’s eyes fluttered open and she stared at Celdic with an inquisitive look in her deep brown eyes. Chale had already moved back away from her.
“That’s almost naughty, taking advantage of my sister while she is asleep,” Lendel reproved him in mock seriousness. “I am truly shocked.”
“That was very tacky, Celdic,” Chale said critically with one eyebrow raised slightly. “I guess it’s to be expected, since you would never dare to do it while she was awake. I wonder if you even know--”
Chale’s sentence trailed off because Li had grabbed Celdic’s head when he tried to back away, pulled it down firmly and proceeded to kiss him thoroughly. Quite thoroughly. In fact, thoroughly might not be the word at all. Celdic felt like his blood had ignited and was boiling like a stream of molten lava. His reserve went out the window and he smooched her back with even more enthusiasm. Celdic heard a gagging noise from Chale, but sound was a distant sensation, drowned out by the roar of blood pounding in his ears. After what seemed like forever, Li relaxed and leaned back away from Celdic, her eyes soft and warm. Celdic let out a regretful sigh, wishing it did not have to end. He turned around to face Lendel and Chale defiantly, his eyes daring them to do their worst, but they had vanished.
“Where did they go?” Celdic asked in surprise, looking around the room as if they might be hiding somewhere inside.
“Well, you do have this really strong yar ability,” Li began with a small smile. “Maybe you could use it to find them.”
Celdic laughed sheepishly. “I keep forgetting about that. It is still so new to me.” Celdic reached out with his yar and felt Lendel and Chale walking down the hall holding each other’s hands.
“They are strolling down the hallway,” Celdic informed her. “It looks like Terrance is waiting for us at the end of the hall.”
Li let out a regretful sigh of her own as she sat up. In the middle of her yawn, she stretched, arching her back and raising her arms high over her head. It took all of Celdic’s self-control to stay calm and not try kissing her again. “I guess I had better go get ready then,” Li muttered, standing up. She turned around to face Celdic, her face looking serious. “Thank you for letting me vent on you last night. It really helped to get it off of my chest.”
Celdic blushed when she said ‘chest’ and then silently cursed himself as a fool for blushing. “I needed to vent too. Thank you for being there for me.”
Li leaned forward until her face was almost touching Celdic’s face. “I will always be here for you, whenever you need me.” She finished her statement with another blood-pounding kiss that left Celdic’s knees feeling watery. Celdic stared at the door for several minutes after she vanished. Suddenly, all of the horrors of the Earth humans seemed much smaller. Celdic knew he should still feel sickened by their carnivorous diet, but his desire to see Li again, to taste Li again, was so strong it pushed everything else down to a muted buzz.
Celdic could feel Li with his yar as she moved toward the door of her bedroom. Celdic hurried over to his own door so he could walk with her. She was waiting expectantly for him, with a coy smile on her generous lips. She had changed her clothes and was now dressed in a light green skirt that barely reached her knees and some black knee-length boots. She wore a cream-colored blouse Celdic had never seen her wear before; it clung to her in so many suggestive ways that Celdic hurriedly looked up at her face so he could hang on to a small shred of dignity.
“You look beautiful,” Celdic told her with a smooth smile. She looked into his eyes for a moment before grabbing his hand and pulling him along towards the far end of the hall. Whatever she had seen in his eyes obviously pleased her.
“Thank you Celdic,” she said with a warm smile. “You are looking rather handsome yourself.”
Celdic grunted doubtfully. He was still wearing the same clothes he had worn the previous day and slept in as well. His hair seemed to be competing for the wildest look. Celdic remembered Li liked his hair mussed up.
When Celdic reached the room where Terrance sat with the others in their group, he continued to cling to Li’s hand and sat down in the chair right next to her. Riah had a delighted smile on her face as she watched them. Celdic wondered just how much she could feel of his emotions.
“I see you got your faces unstuck,” Chale said drily. “I thought we were going to need a pry bar there for a little while.”
Morindessa laughed quietly from where she sat next to Terrance. Celdic was glad to see the Zerans had at least a little sense of humor.
“All right then,” Terrance said with a glance around the small group, “Let’s get started. Go ahead and connect your yar.”
Celdic reached out to the orb with his yar and felt the bond form. The scene was another barren desert that looked completely uninhabitable. Celdic’s eyes widened in surprise when the view moved up quickly to show a medium-sized town made from stonework. There was a thirty-foot wall surrounding the city, but Celdic could see a large line of vehicles entering the city through one of the gates. As the drone zoomed in to hover near the gate, Celdic could see the vehicles were driven by swarthy-skinned people who looked constantly on the alert for something terrible to happen. Each vehicle was stopped and checked by some men with the weapons called guns Terrance had told them about. As the soldier waved the vehicle through, it suddenly accelerated towards a tight knot of people milling around a shopping center. Celdic watched in horror as the vehicle hit any humans not fast enough to dodge out of their way, sending some of the people flying high over the top of the vehicle before they came down to the ground with a thud, twitching weakly. As soon as the vehicle reached the center of the crowd, there was a mind-numbing roar and fire erupted everywhere in the crowd, blasting bodies through the air like leaves caught in a whirlwind. The aftermath was followed by cries of pain and sorrow as the wounded and dying tried to figure out what had just happened.
“These people are called Suicide Bombers,” Terrance told them solemnly. “They believe they will be rewarded in a paradise after they die if they kill a lot of their enemies.”
The scene changed so the drone was now in a large city with the noise of people talking everywhere. The talk suddenly cut off as a loud roaring noise was heard up in the sky above the city. Several of the jets Terrance had described to them were flying over the city at terrific speeds. Small missiles detached themselves from the jets and shot into crowds of people. Wherever the missiles hit, fire and death erupted. Most of the people being shot at were plainly harmless, with only a few gunmen trying to shoot at the jets. There was a loud BANG and the sound of metal squeaking. The source of the noise seemed to be a large chunk of metal rolling on treads that moved down the street toward the fleeing civilians. The loud bang came from the large barrel on the top of it. Every time they heard a bang, it was followed by body parts and debris flying through the air. More vehicles came behind the large metal machine, vehicles with large guns attached to them. They drove through the city, mowing anyone down they could find. Behind the vehicles a large group of men trotted along with guns poised and ready to shoot. The men began kicking in building doors and searching for people to shoot. Occasionally a soldier would emerge with a hooded captive with his arms bound behind him in a most uncomfortable-looking manner.
The drone zoomed off to a large cement complex in a different part of the country. There were bars on all of the windows. Celdic saw men, women and children dressed in orange jumpsuits, all of them caged behind a thirty-foot fence covered in razor wire. Celdic could see the fear and hopeless despair in the eyes of the captives as they were pushed through a processing booth. The drone zoomed into the interior of the cement prison and went down to the cells on the bottom level. Celdic stared popeyed at what he saw. Prisoners were stripped naked and forced to lay on top of each other in a large human pile, smothering the human on the bottom. Further down there was a human balancing on one leg on a chair. A wire was wrapped around his genitals that ran up to the ceiling. If the man fell, the fall would castrate him. To make matters worse, painful electric shocks were sent through the wire around his genitals, causing him to scream in agony every time he was shocked. The smell of burning hair made Celdic feel bile rising in his throat. He tried to swallow it down and get control of his emotions. The man suddenly jumped from a large shock and fell off the chair. He screamed so loud it hurt Celdic’s ears as his genitals were torn off his body. Several soldiers came into the cell laughing to each other. One of them picked up the man’s destroyed organ and tried to shove it into the prisoners howling mouth, telling him that it was free hot dog day.
Celdic lost the battle with his stomach and retched messily all over the floor. Li and Chale had already pulled their yar back, their faces filled with horror. How long ago had they taken their helmets off? Celdic hoped they had not seen any of the last part. Riah once again collapsed into her mother’s arms, weeping silently and causing a deep sadness to fill the room. Terrance released his own yar and let out a sigh filled with sorrow. Lendel released his yar, and his eyes were just as horrified as Li and Chale’s.
“That was the worst of what I’ll be showing you,” Terrance told them gently. “There are worse things they do to each other, but you do not need to see every terrible act of cruelty they inflict on each other in order to understand what you will be facing. One way or another, this behavior will be ending soon.” Terrance finished with a note of such conviction that Celdic felt a sudden hope for these homicidal humans.
“Let me show you the suits you will be wearing from now on.” Terrance stood up and gestured for them to follow him. Celdic leapt at the chance to have something take away the horrible images flashing through his head.
Terrance led them to the door to the outside of the building. Celdic was curious to see more of the Zeran city. He felt an overwhelming need to bathe, as if the last half hour watching the Earth humans had physically soiled him.
Thoughts of the Earth humans went out the window as he walked outside the building to stare popeyed at the scene in front of him. They were standing on what must have been the top of the tree, though it was squared off at the top to act as a platform. It must have been close to a mile high, leaving Celdic with a sense of vertigo. A transparent arch spanned the distance between the top of this tree and the one next to it. It was easily wide enough for five people to walk side by side. It had a three-foot lip on the sides that acted as rails. Terrance led them to the bridge and began walking across. He paused after a few feet when he realized Riah and his wife were the only people following him. Celdic and Li were staring at the transparent bridge doubtfully, unwilling to step onto it.
“How much weight can this piece of glass hold?” Lendel asked nervously.
“Several million tons,” Terrance assured them.
Celdic inched out onto the bridge, his feeling of vertigo intensifying as he stared down through the transparent floor. There were too many highway-sized branches crisscrossing the space between the bridge and the ground to be able to see all the way to the bottom. The nearest branch was at least two hundred feet below them, not a comforting sight. The glass-like bridge felt solid and sturdy, though, as Celdic slowly walked out a little further.
Chale had been on the platform gazing at the landscape in the distance with wonder in her bright blue eyes. Somewhere between the time he had last seen her and the time he started his slow progress onto the transparent bridge, she had sneaked up behind him. He did not notice her until the last second when she grabbed his shoulder from behind, pushed him forward toward the edge slightly and then jerked him back.
“I saved you!” Chale cried triumphantly, followed by peals of laughter as he jumped out of his skin. “Wow! I don’t think that I’ve ever seen anyone jump so high!”
Celdic rounded on Chale, his anger mixing with his shock to create a hotter kind of anger. Before he knew what he was doing, he had wrapped her in his yar and moved her over the edge of the bridge to hover over the empty air. Perhaps it was the fact she did not look scared that brought Celdic back to his senses. She just scowled at him and folded her arms, patiently waiting for him to put her back. Celdic hurriedly pulled her back onto the bridge and released her from his yar.
“I’m so sorry Chale, I didn’t even think first,” Celdic apologized hurriedly. “I didn’t hurt you did I? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Chale said in exasperation. “Settle down. I suppose it was fair play after what I did to you.”
Li was watching him with an approving smile. Lendel looked torn between concern and amusement. He walked up to her and started inspecting her for damage.
“I said I’m fine!” Chale snapped at Lendel with a scowl. “Do you two think I’m made from glass or something?”
Lendel backed away with his hands in the air. “Okay, I just wanted to make sure. Your brother is still pretty new to this whole yar thing. Accidents do happen.”
Celdic hung his head guiltily, knowing he had put his sister in danger with his inexperienced fumbling. What if he had crushed her? After some of the things he had done accidentally, crushing seemed like a very real possibility.
When Celdic turned around to follow Terrance, he saw the small family was waiting about twenty feet down the bridge, watching him silently. Celdic tried to avoid their eyes as he caught up to them. Terrance had an amused twinkle in his eye, but Morindessa and Riah wore identical expressions of concern. Concern for Celdic, he discovered when the waves of emotion from Riah rippled through his preoccupied guilt trip. Celdic felt touched that rather than feeling appalled with what he had done, they were worried about his own state of mind. What a strange people the Zerans were.
It took almost fifteen minutes to cross the bridge to another giant tree. They spent an additional half hour walking across more bridges that spanned the colossal treetops until they reached one with only a single bridge leading to it.
“I meant to ask you earlier,” Chale said to Terrance as they entered the door in the middle of the platform. “How did we get to the top of the tree when we never went up?”
“But you did go up,” Terrance told her with a grin. “Don’t you remember the long hallway you have to walk through to get to the other side?”
“Well…yes, but what has that got to do with going up?” Chale asked, frowning as she tried to puzzle out where Terrance was going with the conversation.
“That is the direction the hallway goes,” Terrance said. “The whole time you were walking, you were getting higher with each step.”
“I don’t understand,” Chale finally admitted. Those words rarely escaped her mouth.
“When you go through the waiting room, you are actually going through a gravitational directional matrix. When you walk through the door to the hallway, the gravity is pulling sideways, instead of downward.”
“How is that possible?” Chale asked in perplexity. “How do you just change gravity?”
“It’s just like any other wave,” Terrance said. “If you channel it into a different direction, it will continue going that direction until something redirects it.”
“How do you redirect it?” Chale asked, her eyes fascinated.
“We engineered the trees so that their mass increased the further out from the center,” Terrance told her, gesturing with his hands. “The trees pull water up from the ground in an upward spiral. The water is just slightly irradiated so small amounts of gravity reflect off it. The water is traveling so fast through the tree in its upward spiral that it causes the gravitational waves to reflect at a ninety degree angle.”
“That’s impressive,” Chale said, looking impressed. “Where in the world did you get the idea to try that?”
“There is a small aquatic creature that lives in the ocean and looks like a squid. While we studied it, we discovered its underwater home is constructed with whatever kinds of irradiated rocks the creature can find. Their home is always built near a strong underwater current. They stack the rocks to build a small silo. The current from the water causes the irradiated particles to vibrate fast enough that it warps gravity slightly. The reason they do this is to protect their young. Their offspring have almost no control of their bodies in the first two weeks of their life, making it dangerous for them to float out in the open water. The silo acts as a magnet to them, holding them down on the inner walls so they aren’t pulled away on the current until their tentacles develop. After learning this, we began experimenting with the idea ourselves. As you can see, it has come quite a ways in the last five hundred years.”
Chale nodded her agreement with his assessment. She was always the most curious out of the four youths.
Terrance led them through the vertical hallway until they reached a room about halfway down the tree. Inside, Celdic saw several Zeran men and women working with small pieces of cloth. Celdic had not seen any other Zerans except for the two men who had met them at the flying vessel’s landing. Celdic was again amazed out how graceful their movements were. He had attributed Morindessa and her daughter’s grace to natural ability, but apparently, it was a racial characteristic. The Zerans smiled at them in greeting as they entered the room, their eyes gentle and welcoming.
“This is where most of the research for these suits is preformed,” Terrance told them as he led them to a shelf on the far side of the room. “These suits are the crown of our technology right now. They represent our greatest achievement to date in technological creations.”
Celdic studied the white suits folded up on the shelf. They seemed plain enough. They were no thicker than an ordinary shirt from Tenral. There were not any special designs or insignias anywhere on them. “What all do they do?”
Terrance pulled out one of the suits and handed it to Celdic. After giving each of them the suit obviously custom-tailored to fit them, he began to explain.
“Their purpose is to make a person completely safe in any situation,” Terrance began, taking a deep breath. “They are constantly absorbing water from the air in minute traces and feeding it through microscopic transmitters that transport it directly to your stomach. They do the same thing with nutrients, collecting all of the molecules from the air itself and manipulating them until they form the needed compound. Oxygen is sucked into the suit as well and fed directly into the blood vessels that line your skin. You can actually stop breathing with your lungs when you are wearing these suits, because all of the oxygen that your blood needs is supplied by the suit. In places that lack oxygen, such as underwater, the suit reformulates the molecules to create oxygen. The suit also reprograms your body’s natural waste disposal process so that it breaks down any waste and pushes it through the skin pores. The suit then diffuses it throughout the air. It happens at such a constant rate that it is never detectable. After being in a suit for a couple of days, your body stops producing very much waste because it receives what it needs through the hydration and nutrient importation process. No solid foods or water is fed into your system orally after you put these suits on. Believe it or not, you don’t even feel hungry during the withdrawal from your natural consumption process.”
“Aside from providing and taking care of all of your body’s basic needs, the suit also offers protection. It is completely damage-resistant to both heat and force. Once the suit is put onto a person, it becomes harder than any natural substance. The material synchronizes to your nervous system and reacts to your brains’ commands. When your brain tells your arm to move, it also tells the suit’s arm to move. It also assists your body in its natural movements, so that when you are moving something heavy, it makes it seem lighter. You can lift objects almost ten times heavier than you normally could without the suit. You can jump about fifteen feet high and, if you fall, the shock is completely absorbed by the suit. It prevents any of your limbs from turning in directions that they shouldn’t turn. The head is protected by an invisible field that projects up from the neck of the suit. Its only purpose is to keep your head safe from harm. The entire suit can become invisible when you concentrate on making it so. It takes a little practice at first, but once you get the knack it is really easy. It will keep you warm when it is cold outside and cool you down when it is hot. It responds to your yar as well, so if you try to throw yourself with your yar, it will knock you across a room. With Celdic’s range, he will actually be able to fly using his yar, if he learns how to stabilize himself. You will no longer need sleep as long as you keep the suits on and I would stress that you should never take them off while you are on the Earth world. The only time you are actually vulnerable is in a vacuum. You shouldn’t be up in space very often, so that shouldn’t be a problem.”
Celdic could only nod as he took it all in. How was it possible this flimsy thin material could do all of the things he just said? Celdic idly wondered what he would look like in it.
“There are two closets against the wall over there where you can change into your suits.” Terrance nodded towards the far wall. Could everyone read thoughts except for Celdic?
Celdic got to the first closet at the same time that Chale took the second closet. When Celdic pulled the suit on, the opening in the front automatically fastened itself together, sealing him inside of it. Celdic felt a strange sensation in his skin as the suit began embedding itself into his nervous system. It tingled lightly, almost making him laugh. When it stopped, he could feel a second awareness, as if he had another limb attached to his body. He moved his arm experimentally and the suit creased at the elbow as it bent.
“Are you going to take all day?” Lendel demanded plaintively. “Come on, I want to try it too.”
Celdic rolled his eyes and stepped out of the changing room. He felt a little self-conscious in the skintight body suit, wishing he had something to put over it. Li smiled mysteriously at him as she moved towards Chale’s dressing room. “Sexy,” she murmured to him as she passed by.
Lendel slapped him hard on the butt as he passed him, “Yeah, sexy.”
Celdic’s face reddened and he almost went back to the closet to get his clothes.
When Chale came out, she was beaming as she walked around experimentally. The skintight suit did not seem to embarrass her at all. She did an experimental leap into the air and squealed with delight as she launched fifteen feet above them. It was a good thing the ceiling was really high or she would have had a headache. Then again, maybe not, considering the suit was supposed to protect her from that kind of thing.
Celdic began walking around experimentally as well, trying to ignore how naked he felt. Even the sensation of walking seemed easier, as if he were fifty pounds lighter. He tried jumping into the air as Chale had and gasped when he saw himself fifteen feet above the floor. His first thought was panic as he began falling back toward the ground. He was going to break his leg. Then his rational mind took over and he tried to land as if he were only falling a short distance. He hit the ground with a dull thud and blinked in surprise. There was not even a small shock when he landed, as if he had just stepped down, rather than dropped fifteen feet.
Li came out of the dressing room and Celdic’s face turned into a sunset again. She was so obviously a woman Celdic was finding it difficult not to stare. She looked a little red in the cheeks herself as she began walking around the room. “Sexy,” Celdic could not help murmuring to her as she passed by him. She dazzled him with a bright smile that lit up her face. White was definitely a good color on Li.
Lendel waltzed out of the other closet, attempting a nonchalant look as he bounced around the room. Chale and Lendel were definitely made for each other.
Terrance and his wife were obviously enjoying the show as the youths tried out all of the capabilities of their new suits. Riah looked absolutely delighted at their buoyant attitudes. After another five minutes of playing around, Terrance announced it was time to teach them the Earth humans’ languages. Celdic was not looking forward to that part of his education.
Terrance led them back out into the hall and further down--literally down, as Celdic recalled--until they reached another door about halfway down the long hallway. The room looked like one of the classrooms for Rajan Studies back in Tenral. There were lush green, yellow, blue, red and every other kind of color of plant for which Celdic had no names. The room was easily as big as one of their classrooms at Tenral. The same ambient lighting as the hall lighted the room, leaving no shadows anywhere. They followed Terrance to the back of the room where a row of comfortable living chairs grew up out of the ground. There were several shiny silver helmets hanging on cords above the seats. When Celdic sat down next to Li, the helmet lowered and he pulled it onto his head. The cord retracted back into the ceiling above. Something small wriggled into his ear and Celdic jerked his hand up to pull the helmet off.
“Leave the helmets on,” Terrance said when he saw their alarm. “The Dorikin worm has to embed itself at the far end of your ear canal, near the ear drum, in order for the mind phase spectrum analyzer to identify your brain’s algorithmic resonant frequency. Once it identifies your brain wave pattern, it can begin loading the new languages.”
Celdic frowned, wandering if he was hearing Terrance correctly. Were they going to learn a new language without having to do anything? Celdic was not sure he dared to hope for such an easy escape.
After almost five minutes of silence, Celdic felt the worm exit his ear canal and slither back into the earpiece of the helmet. Celdic looked at his companions questioningly. Was something supposed to have happened? Celdic tried to think of another way to say the word hello, but nothing came to mind. Maybe they did have to learn the languages manually.
Celdic’s vision went blurry and he felt a jolt of electricity shoot down his spine. His mind went into overdrive and felt like he had overdosed on caffeine. His eyes darted around the room at a million miles an hour as he felt phrases, images and meanings blast into his consciousness at an impossible speed. He started perspiring as if he had been sprinting for several miles and his head started to throb behind his left eye. Just when he thought he was going to pass out from the sensory overload, the bombardment came to a stop.
Celdic took a deep breath and looked up as Terrance approached him.
“How do you feel?” Terrance asked, watching him closely.
“I feel like I just got wrung out and hung up to dry,” Celdic groaned. “I thought the Earth humans were the ones who tortured people.”
Terrance laughed and folded his arms with satisfaction. “Well, your English is good. Maintenant, les évènements actuels.”
“Quels évènements actuels?” Celdic asked, massaging his temples gently.
“Good, both English and French,” Terrance nodded approvingly. “The current events of the Earth humans, in answer to your question. The five of you will need to understand more about their culture before you go there or it will be difficult to understand why they do what they do.”
“I was just speaking another language?” Celdic asked Terrance in astonishment, glancing at the faces of his friends, which held shocked expressions as well.
“Two other languages,” Terrance corrected him. “I don’t think we need to test the others. If the French and English are working, the others should be fine too. In addition to English and French, you now also speak Spanish, Russian, Portuguese, Chinese, Farsi, German, Dutch, and Hindustani. I don’t imagine you’ll meet very many people on Earth who don’t speak one of those languages.”
“Wow!” Chale exclaimed, her eyes gleaming. “That is so cool! What other kind of stuff can you learn using that worm thing?”
“I see you are partial to English,” Terrance said to Chale, pursing his lips. “Some of the Zerans think you can tell a lot about someone’s personality by what language they are the most comfortable with after they go through the language program. In answer to your question, you can learn just about anything as long as you don’t overload your physical brain. The brain has limitations on how much data can be passed through it to your conscious mind. Once you exceed those limits, your brain starts hemorrhaging, so we try to wait at least a day between sessions so the brain has time to recover.”
“Why are there so many different languages on their world?” Li asked curiously.
“We’re still trying to figure that out,” Terrance replied with a frown. “There are quite a few oddities about the Earth humans that have led us to believe they may have been tampered with in their evolutionary development by another species. There is only one other intelligent species indigenous to the Earth world: a reptilian species who live deep beneath their planet’s crust. We don’t think they are the ones responsible for the Earth human’s tampering though. They keep to themselves and are mostly non-aggressive beings. We have been trying to make contact with them to get more information on what happened to the earlier humans. There are currently more than a dozen different races from other star systems visiting Earth, but they have only been there for less than a century and most of them avoid us.”
“One of the Earth human’s most notable differences is their inability to use their yar. Their minds have artificial blocks that were programmed into their DNA that keep them from being able to use their yar. At one point in their history, they had almost developed vessels capable of space travel, but some kind of catastrophe occurred and ended their civilization. It looks like the languages became corrupted shortly after that civilization’s destruction, about five thousand years ago. Again, I suspect an outside entity being responsible for the catastrophe. The humans have evolved physically almost the same as us, except they are a lot hairier. The males have hair on their legs, arms, chest, heads, lower face and sometimes back. The females have hair on their legs, arms and head.”
“Like monkeys,” Lendel said, grinning suggestively at Celdic.
Terrance laughed. “We were once like that too, you know. We have just lived much longer without the need for external warmth, being able to control our temperatures artificially. I believe the Earth humans more closely resembled their primate cousins in the jungle as recently as a hundred thousand years ago. That appears to be around the time that some other species began tampering with their evolution. A lot of the technology the humans have discovered is actually a result of their inability to use their yar. Things we take for granted take centuries for them to discover because they have to build special sensors and machines to detect or interact with the microscopic elements we manipulate with our yar. Amazingly, this has led them to develop something that is in some ways more advanced than some of our technology. They developed computers using binary language with electricity as the source of current. They have developed the technology to the point now that their microprocessors are so advanced they can simulate a replica of their world, with self-aware people inside that world. The only problem is that they are killing their own world in the process. Which brings us to the next lesson on the Earth human’s culture: money.”
“The Earth humans don’t work together for the common good of their society. Instead, they work for one thing and one thing only. Money is a system they developed to simplify the process of trading merchandise in their early civilizations. Money acted as a promissory note, guaranteeing the bearer they could exchange the note for a set amount of goods. The average Earth human goes to a job that earns them more of these promissory notes. This money is used to purchase all of the goods they use in their lives. Without money, an Earth human has no way to get food or shelter. Because of the nature of money--and the fact that the more of it that they acquire, the more they can purchase for themselves--humans use the vast majority of their intellect and their lives trying to amass as much money as they can. In their race to acquire more money than their fellow humans, they stop caring about anything except how to get more money. Right and wrong no longer exist where money is concerned. No depth is too low to sink to in order to get more money. This money system has brought Earth to the edge of disaster. When we first began observing them, we couldn’t understand how someone in charge didn’t recognize the danger their society was facing. It finally dawned on us that they have set up a system that makes it nearly impossible for any one person, or even a large group of people, to change the direction they are going. Most of the Earth humans can see they are on a crash course to oblivion, but none of them can do anything about it. Anyone who tries to change the way things are done is interfering with someone else’s profit, so they are usually bribed with money to stay quiet, murdered or otherwise silenced in far less pleasant ways. The few Earth humans who have a tenuous control over the rest of their species are not very concerned about what happens to their world, because they have already begun colonizing other planets in their solar system. They teach the rest of the humans that the other planets are uninhabitable, so the majority of the Earth human population doesn’t know there are other worlds to fall back on. The Earth humans developed a spacecraft that looks remarkably similar to our own disc-shaped vessels, but their “flying saucers” as they call them, are propelled using electromagnetic technology. They use the same nuclear fuel rods to power them that their power plants use.”
“The best way to have a lasting success, as far as getting the Earth humans to change their ways, is to help them get away from money. It instills selfishness on such a level that I think of it as poison for a society. Their wars, their carnivorous diet, their violent crimes are all a result of money.”
“So what is the plan when we get there?” Lendel asked doubtfully. “Ask for their leader, tell them to stop using money and ask them to get rid of their nuclear technology while they’re at it?”
“I hope that you don’t put him in charge,” Li said dryly, rolling her eyes at Lendel. “I would say that your brainwave device addled his wits, except he’s always been this dumb.”
Before Lendel could get a retort in, Riah joined them unexpectedly. Lendel settled down as she approached them, not wanting to upset her with their bickering.
“Riah is going to act as an icon for the Earth humans to rally around,” Terrance said, still looking unhappy it was his daughter who was going. “There are actually a very large number of humans who want to change and are willing to go through a lot to change. They just don’t feel like there is any chance of making a change on their own. Having a savior from another planet who offers their powers and assistance to change will give strength and hope to those dormant humans who feel too helpless in their current system to be effective.”
Celdic nodded slowly as he thought it through. Maybe it could work. If not, well, there was always Plan B.
“So how do we start the whole process?” Lendel asked, still looking doubtful. “Do we just go land in a public location and start preaching at them to change their ways?”
“Hardly,” Terrance said wryly. “No, you don’t want to make a scene when you first arrive. Try to get a feel for their world before you start any ‘preaching’. The Earth humans have what they call Television. It is similar to how the viewing room works, but rather than seeing the images in your mind, they use their electronic technology and show the images on a flat square-shaped screen. Billions of humans spend their evenings watching these televisions for entertainment. One of the broadcasting programs is a summary of current, noteworthy events. They call it News. Once you acclimate to their world, I would suggest some demonstrations of your inhuman abilities to get their attention. It will also get the attention of their military, who will want to imprison you, but the suits should be adequate to keep you safe from them. Their military doesn’t want the rest of the population to know you exist, so they will try to avoid public confrontations that will show them actively pursuing you. Try to stay in populated areas once you start getting attention.”
“How hard will it be to land the vessel without being spotted by their military?” Chale asked shrewdly.
“That is a little difficult,” Terrance admitted. “The flying vessel has the ability to cloak itself so it is invisible, as well as disguise its heat signature, but we haven’t been able to suppress the streak of light that appears when it first enters their world’s existential wave. They have been getting good at tracking our drones and have even captured a few of them. Try to land near airports, where they keep their own flying machines. That way, if you are seen on radar, you will fit in. They don’t have very many weapons that are effective against our vessels, but they do have a few. Quite recently, they began detonating their nuclear missiles near our drones. The explosion creates an electromagnetic pulse that is strong enough to offset the ship’s neural communication system. They used to use microwave towers to try to crash our drones, but we changed them so microwaves don’t affect them. The EMP from the nuclear blast is still a threat, so try to avoid any fast-traveling projectiles. I don’t think they will try that method if you are near the ground. They have only used nuclear missiles when our drones were high in the atmosphere.”
“How many drones do you have on the Earth world?” Chale asked curiously.
“Several thousand,” Terrance informed her, noting her surprise. “We like to keep a close eye on them, because we never know when they are going to try to launch another nuclear missile somewhere. Our drones are set to intercept and destroy any nuclear missiles that are launched. They’ve had to do that a few times, too.”
“When are we supposed to go?” Li asked quietly.
Terrance looked around at them with an assessing look. “It’s actually up to you. Now that you know their language and what you are up against, you can decide when you are ready. You may want to learn more about them or get to know your own equipment better.”
Celdic shared a look with his companions from Tenral. There was no point in drawing things out, especially if every second brought them closer to another disaster. “Tomorrow?” Celdic asked them questioningly.
“Tomorrow afternoon,” Lendel said with a grin, “I still want to do some combat practice with these new suits.”
Celdic felt a wide grin split his own face. “That sounds reasonable to me.”
Celdic lounged comfortably on one of the living chairs in his room. Li sat next to him with her head leaning against his shoulder. Lendel and Chale sat across from them arguing playfully. The waterfall made a pleasant background noise, making Celdic feel drowsy. The four youths from Tenral gathered in Celdic’s room to enjoy each other’s company for their last night on their own world. Celdic could not remember a time in his life when he had felt so relaxed. The cares and worries of the previous week faded into the background, leaving his conscious mind to float on the waves of serenity filling his strange room.
“Celdic,” Lendel called over to him from where he sat next to the pond. “Let’s try these suits out in the pond. I want to see if we can really stay under water without breathing.”
Celdic gave Lendel a flat stare, making it obvious that leaving his current position with Li leaning on his shoulder was not going to happen. Unfortunately, Li seemed to be just as intrigued by the idea as Lendel was. She sat up, patting Celdic’s arm fondly.
“I didn’t even think of that,” Li said with a sparkle in her deep brown eyes. “Come on, Celdic, let’s try it out!”
Celdic stood up, entranced by Li’s exquisite face as it shone with excitement. How could he refuse her anything? She reached out and grabbed his hand and half dragged him to the pond as she skipped over to the shore.
There were not any giant spider creatures inhabiting the pond in his room. A twenty-foot waterfall on the far side of the pond kept the water moving in lazy circles. There was a large variety of birds swimming through the water and nesting in the trees surrounding the pond. It seemed peculiar to Celdic that there were smaller trees living inside of this giant tree. Of course, everything about the Zeran’s land seemed peculiar to Celdic.
Lendel and Chale were already waist-deep by the time Li and Celdic reached the shore. Chale and Lendel disappeared from sight when they hit a steep drop and sank into deeper water. Celdic was reassured when he felt them with his yar, laughing as they swam further into the depths of the pond. When Celdic and Li reached the steep drop off, Celdic unconsciously took a deep breath before they sank beneath the surface. Celdic waited for the burning sensation in his lungs and limbs that usually accompanied asphyxiation but, as more time went by without any burning, he decided it was working the way Terrance had said. Celdic looked at Li to see how she was doing. She was smiling at him in wonder, her eyes wide with amazement. The two of them pushed themselves deeper into the pond and began exploring the ground. There were small, aquatic creatures moving around on the bed of the pond, many of them alien to Celdic. A large green-shelled quadruped was swimming just above the silt on the bottom, its paddle-like feet pushing it forward quicker than Celdic thought a creature with a shell so large could go. It regarded him with a beady eye as it passed them, seemingly unconcerned about the humans invading its pond. There were small fish lit up from some kind of internal light source, making them glow a brilliant green that illuminated the water around them. Li pointed at a large plant that looked like an underwater bush waving in the wind. When they got closer to it, small centipede-like legs popped out the bottom and the whole plant scurried away. Celdic almost swallowed a lung full of water he was so shocked. The two of them began swimming up to the surface to see where they were.
Halfway up to the surface, a medium-sized, squid-like creature zoomed up and circled them excitedly. Celdic watched it warily, wondering if it was going to attack them. It was almost as tall as Celdic when all eight of its arms were hanging down. Celdic scanned the creature with his yar, looking for some kind of sign it might attack. The creature stopped circling when it felt Celdic probing it with his yar. Celdic could sense the brain patterns in this creature were quite similar to human brain patterns. The creature was female, if the similarity in the brain patterns were accurate. Women’s brain patterns were distinctly different from men’s brain patterns. It seemed curious at the moment. Celdic gasped, releasing a mouth full of air in surprise when he felt the creature use its own yar. It had somehow tapped right into his brain and began sending Celdic images and thoughts. She had a fond memory of racing through the water with a young Zeran girl who had always loved to hug her whenever she got a chance. The girl would giggle uncontrollably when the squid-like creature would wrap all eight legs around her in a tight embrace and tickle her with the small suction cups that lined each of its limbs. Celdic tried projecting a thought at the strange creature, a question about what had happened to the Zeran girl in its memory. She focused in on the face of the Zeran girl and Celdic’s eyes lit with recognition. It was Riah. She continued her story, showing how the two of them would play in the water almost every day. That had all stopped a week ago and she was worried about what happened to stop her Zeran friend from returning. Why had her friend stopped visiting? Celdic tried to think how to explain what had been happening with the current crisis, but after a moment of jumbling his thoughts into a tight knot, he settled for sending the image of Riah being safe. He tried to project the intention of finding Riah and asking her to visit her aquatic friend to reassure it, but he was not sure she understood what he was trying to tell her. She hovered in front of them for a moment longer and then zoomed away, brushing Celdic and Li lightly on the cheek with two of her soft tentacles.
Chale and Lendel showed up a moment later, motioning them to go up to the surface. When they emerged, swimming lightly in the deeper water to stay afloat, Celdic noticed that none of his companion’s hair was wet. He felt his own hair and frowned in puzzlement. How could he spend twenty minutes under water without getting wet?
“What were the two of you doing before we found you?” Lendel asked him curiously. “I could feel you doing all kinds of weird stuff with your yar.”
“We had a visitor,” Li said dryly. “I have no idea what it wanted. Celdic seemed to be communicating with it somehow.”
“She wanted to know where Riah was,” Celdic told them with an amused smile. “It seems she used to come down here every day and swim with this squid thing and when she stopped visiting after going to Tenral, she got worried something might have happened to her friend. I told her she was safe and that I would try to get her to visit.”
“A squid?” Chale repeated with a frown. “Since when do squids know how to use their yar?”
“Apparently things are different here,” Celdic replied in a tone of wonder. “I still cannot believe everything gets along without fighting. That just seems impossible.”
“Let’s go find Riah,” Chale suggested, swimming towards the shore of the pond. “I’m curious about how much these creatures here can actually interact with humans. Or Zerans, of course.”
They did not need to find Riah, because she found them first, almost as if she knew they would be looking for her. She was strolling down the hallway outside Celdic’s room when Chale opened the door.
“Oh, there you are,” Chale said in surprise. “That was easier than I thought.”
Riah walked toward her with that painfully graceful Zeran walk, her eyes questioning. “What can I help you with?” She seemed preoccupied and for the first time since Celdic had met her, he did not feel her emotions projecting out at him.
“We ran into a friend of yours while we were swimming,” Chale replied with a question in her voice. “It was a squid of some kind. She seemed to be worried about you.”
“Oh no!” Riah wailed in sudden remorse, her emotions snapping back into place with full force. Celdic could feel her overwhelming guilt at having abandoned her friend for the last week. She rushed into the room and went straight into the pool before anyone could say anything else.
“So much for questioning her,” Chale muttered under her breath.
“I wonder what her exact relationship is with this squid creature,” Celdic mused aloud as he remembered the longing in the creature’s memories. The only person that Celdic had ever associated that feeling with was Li. What a strange relationship that must be, the two of them so anatomically different.
“What are you talking about, Celdic?” Chale asked him in a scandalized tone. “Are you suggesting what I think you are suggesting?”
“Since I didn’t suggest anything, I would have to say no,” Celdic told her coolly. “But even if I had, why would that be such a bad thing? Why can’t Riah fall in love with someone from a different species? After all, her parents are from different species.”
“That’s not the same at all and you know it,” Chale retorted scornfully. “Terrance and Morindessa are both humanoid. This squid thing doesn’t even have a skeleton!”
“So you are saying that two intelligent beings cannot fall in love with each other if they are not at least similar to each other,” Celdic said with a raised eyebrow.
“No, I am saying that two intelligent beings of a totally different species should not be together in the intimate sense,” Chale said insistently. “That is just wrong.”
“Ok, I’ll admit that you are right,” Celdic said, raising a finger when she opened her mouth again. “If you can explain to me why that is ‘just wrong’, as you put it.
Chale stood staring at Celdic with her mouth open, but no words coming out. Celdic could see her eyes racing around the room as she tried to come up with a rational reason why it was wrong. Finally, after almost a minute of silence, she muttered, “It is just wrong. Some things cannot be explained very easily, but you still know deep down that they are wrong.”
“That’s a lame reason to any argument,” Celdic said, shaking his head in disappointment. “I could say the same thing about blue-eyed humans not being allowed to be with brown-eyed humans using that logic. If you cannot come up with a valid reason, you are just being prejudiced against something new and different to your normal way of thinking. I can understand your argument, if you were talking about some unintelligent creature from the wild, but when it is two intelligent beings, you cannot deny they both had a choice in the matter. Love is more than infatuation with someone’s physical body.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever had such a strange argument with you, Celdic,” Chale said, almost conversationally. “This might just be the first time you have ever beaten me in an argument.”
Celdic stared at Chale suspiciously. It was extremely out of character for her to admit defeat. She had to be up to something. “I wish I had a memory as convenient as yours.”
She stuck her tongue out at Celdic and made a face. “I know I can be stubborn, but when I hear something that sounds true, I’ll admit it. When you said I was being prejudiced against something new and different, I realized that was exactly why it seemed wrong; I had never thought of the concept before.”
Celdic felt an unbidden sense of admiration for his sister. It was hard to admit that you were wrong, but to admit it and accept the other side of the argument as right was rare indeed.
Li smiled at Celdic and leaned in close to whisper into his ear, “So…I’m infatuated with your body. How do I know if I’m in love?”
Celdic blinked at her uncertainly, knowing that this was shaky ground.
“It was just a joke, Celdic,” Li laughed at his expression of consternation. “I know I’m in love with a lot more than your body.”
Celdic grunted, unable to keep a pleased smile from spreading across his face. “That makes two of us then.”
“If this gets anymore cloying, I think I’ll throw up,” Chale said in a disgusted tone.
Lendel laughed at Chale’s disgust and planted a kiss on her lips before she knew what he was doing. Celdic could see her calculating eyes trying to decide whether to punish him or just accept his affections gracefully. She must have decided the latter, because she closed her eyes and began kissing him with an enthusiasm that was slightly alarming in its intensity.
Celdic looked over at the pond when he heard a splash. Riah was giggling madly as her squid friend hugged her tightly. Chale watched the exchange with a curious light in her eyes. The squid brought her to shore and Celdic felt a note of gratitude directed his way for finding Riah and bringing her here. Riah touched her aquatic friend’s smooth head lovingly before she sank back down into the water and swam away.
“I think I understand now,” Chale said to Celdic with a smile. She leaned forward to rest in a warm embrace with Lendel.
Waves of sorrow alerted Celdic to Riah’s small, trembling frame. She had just said goodbye for what might be the last time to someone it was obvious she deeply loved. Li walked forward, folded her arms around Riah’s shaking shoulders and whispered encouragement to her. They would not be away too long. After all, they still had the flying vessel, so they could come back for a visit if they wanted to.
Riah looked up through tear-streaked eyes into Li’s eyes, smiling sadly. “You are a good person, Li.”
Li blushed at the praise, but hugged her tighter. “That’s why we need to stick together,” Li whispered quietly.
Celdic was glad Li was with them. She was the only one of the four youths that was good at being sensitive. Lendel, Chale and Celdic would have stood around awkwardly, not knowing what to do with someone who was crying. Aside from their significant others, the three of them never showed any kind of physical affection toward other people, including their parents. Hugs and pats on the back and an arm around your shoulder were things they avoided at all costs. After thinking about it for a moment, Celdic could not come up with a reason why they were so repelled by open displays of affection. Perhaps it was the feeling of vulnerability. Wanting to be Guardians, the three of them had always tried to avoid any kind of trait that seemed like a weakness. As Celdic watched Li tenderly stroke Riah’s hair, he realized he had probably shut himself out of a practice that would have enriched his life significantly. It was a strange epiphany. He wondered if it was possible to change at his current age. It would seem twice as awkward trying to be more open and sensitive after all of his friends already knew him as he was. Even so, Celdic decided that he would at least try to show more love to everyone around him. If it turned out to be a silly thing, he could just go back to doing it the other way. That thought made him feel better about trying the upgrade to his personality.
Celdic blinked when he saw Riah staring at him over Li’s shoulder with an approving smile on her tear-streaked face. He was pretty sure Riah, at least, could read minds. He did not think Chale and Li could really read minds. Knowing what you were thinking was just a woman-thing their half of the race had somehow worked out eons ago from the expressions on your face.
“I think I’m going to bed now,” Celdic said with an ostentatious yawn. “It’s almost addictive, lying in those unbelievably comfortable beds.”
“I know what you mean,” Lendel said, nodding. “I did not want to get up this morning. Of course, I didn’t have someone to sleep with, either,” he finished with a nasty grin, waggling his eyebrows suggestively between Celdic and Li.
Celdic had almost forgotten Li had spent the night on the same bed as him. That thought made him want to go to bed immediately, in hopes she would decide to come and visit again. Celdic suddenly remembered they were all in his room and that he probably sounded like he was trying to hustle them out. Li and Riah had finally separated from each other and were starting toward the door.
“Oh yeah, this is my room, isn’t it?” Celdic said sheepishly, hoping to let them know he had not been trying to hustle them out.
“Right again, little brother,” Chale said smartly as she and Lendel followed Li and Riah to the door.
Celdic had planned to have some kind of good night kiss from Li before she left but she was completely engrossed in a conversation with Riah. The two of them walked through the door without a backward glance.
“Aw,” Lendel and Chale said in unison.
“She didn’t even say goodbye,” Chale said in a mocking voice. “I think she may have found someone more to her liking.”
Celdic glared at his sister and Lendel. “Why are you still here?”
“Grouchy, too,” Lendel said with a laugh as the two of them turned and left.
Celdic felt the calming effect of the night flowers as they vibrated soothingly in the dim light of the hanging plants. Celdic had thought he would have a hard time falling asleep on his last night in this world, but the lulling vibration of the night flowers lured his anxious mind into the dark oblivion of sleep. When he awoke in the morning, he felt refreshed and full of excitement for the journey to another world. He put the suit back on, knowing from this point forward he would not be able to take it off. It had felt strange when he first took it off, breathing with his lungs again and being weak. His limbs felt lighter as soon as the suit sealed itself up to his chin. It should have been uncomfortable, but somehow they had designed it so perfectly that it did not even feel like it was there.
Celdic gazed at the amazing botanical wonder of his room one last time, hoping he would live to see it again. He could not sense his companions in their rooms with his yar, so he scanned further down the hallway. They were in the viewing room at the end, talking to some other Zerans Celdic had not met. As he made his way toward the end of the hall, he realized he had only seen a handful of Zerans during the last few days. Where did they all hide out all of the time? What did they even do with their time, if they did not need food?
When Celdic entered the room, Chale was talking animatedly to another Zeran woman with long, blonde hair that was nearly as beautiful as Morindessa. Was it a racial peculiarity, all of these beautiful women? The two Zeran men in the room did not look very different from human men, as far as Celdic could tell. Aside from their strange elliptical eyes, they could have fit in at Tenral.
“Well, look who’s decided to join the waking world,” Chale broke off her conversation when she saw him. “I was going to say it was a good thing you were getting your beauty sleep, but it doesn’t look like it worked. Maybe you should go back to bed for a while longer.”
The Zerans all looked slightly taken aback but Celdic just rolled his eyes and walked over to sit in one of the living chairs next to Li. She smiled and looked at him appraisingly. “I don’t know, Chale, he looks beautiful to me.”
“That just goes to show there is no accounting for some people’s taste,” Chale said critically.
Terrance seemed to be the only other person in this city who found amusement in the four youth’s petty bantering. He had an amused twinkle in his eye as he watched them from a chair at the head of the room. “We have acquired some clothing from the Earth world so you will fit in when you arrive,” Terrance gestured at the floor where several articles of clothing had been laid out.
Celdic studied the clothing curiously. The pants looked sturdy enough, some kind of fabric interwoven with thick threads. They had a brown square label near the belt line that said Levi Strauss. The shirts were plain, blue long-sleeved with a high neck. Celdic guessed they were to keep the suits covered. The shoes were dainty looking things compared to the sturdy boots Celdic wore now. They also had a label on the side that said NIKE. Celdic found it odd that all of these clothes seemed to have labels with names on them.
“At least women can wear pants too,” Chale said critically. “I didn’t expect a world as barbaric as this one to treat women as more than a breeding machine. Our history teacher told us the women outside of Tenral were treated as inferiors by the men and were only allowed to wear dresses.”
“It’s amazing how some things bleed through the different worlds,” Terrance mused thoughtfully. “The Earth humans have only treated women like equals for a couple of decades. They were also expected to wear dresses until a short while ago. Some parts of their world actually still require women to wear dresses and veils to hide their faces.”
“Hide their faces from what?” Li asked curiously.
“From other men,” Terrance replied with a sardonic smile. “A woman will get in quite a bit of trouble if she makes eye contact with another man.”
“That’s outrageous!” Chale cried in a shocked tone. “Why do they put up with that nonsense?”
“That part of their world is still very primitive,” Terrance explained, though he also looked disapproving. “They still use brute force to govern their lives and since men are naturally more muscular than women, they beat their women into submission whenever they try to protest.”
Chale looked sick at the thought. “That is definitely something that we need to address while we are there.”
“That is also a part of their world that will very likely not accept change.” Terrance shook his head sadly. “They are raised from birth being taught that anybody who tries to teach them something not in their holy book is evil and trying to lead them into evil as well. A few will get over their years of programming but the vast majority will do everything in their power to kill you. Fortunately, none of the nuclear stations are in that region, so you won’t need to spend any time there for the first part of the plan.”
Lendel stood up from where he had been sitting next to Chale and walked over to Celdic with a grin. “So, are you ready to get thumped?”
Celdic could not stop the grin that jumped onto his own face. “I haven’t been tickled by you for quite a while, so I guess this is a good time.”
Lendel snorted derisively. “I’ll show you ‘tickled’.”
Terrance stood up and led them down the hallway, almost all the way to the other end. The room he took them to was large and covered with trees of various sizes. A small stream meandered through the center of the room and disappeared into the floor somewhere near the door. The room was roughly terraced with large rocks that looked more like a natural formation than something man-made. The ambient lighting illuminated the room, leaving no shadows.
“This should be a good place to practice,” Terrance told them, taking a seat on a rock near the door. “Remember, you are quite a bit stronger than you used to be and you can’t really get hurt.”
Lendel grinned at the prospect of a fight where Celdic could not actually hurt him. “I guess it’s your lucky day then, Celdic.”
Celdic raised an eyebrow doubtfully. “It’s someone’s lucky day.”
Celdic began circling Lendel slowly, waiting for his friend to make the first move. Lendel did not bother to look for an opening. He was too reassured by the invincible suits to be cautious. He lunged at Celdic and thrust a flat palm towards his solar plexus. Celdic grabbed Lendel’s arm before it hit and spun around. Pulling Lendel’s arm over his shoulder, he thrust with his hips and shoulder. Lendel sailed over his head and flew halfway across the room to land in the stream on his back with a splash. Usually that move only threw someone a few feet. The added strength from the suit was obviously going to make things more interesting.
“Wow, I feel like I’m fighting a first year again,” Celdic said dryly as he moved over to where Lendel lay glaring at him.
“I did it on purpose. I wanted you to flip me over onto the ground so I could throw you when you tried to do the arm lock,” Lendel grumbled as he stood up from the stream. “I didn’t expect to go flying across the room.”
“How’s the water?” Celdic asked maliciously.
For an answer, Lendel lunged at Celdic. Celdic had forgotten how far a person could jump with these suits, so Lendel’s lunge caught him completely off-guard. Lendel’s shoulder hit him in the stomach and the two of them flew through the air several yards before crashing into a tree trunk with a loud thud. Celdic recovered immediately and clapped his hands to the side of Lendel’s head, trying to pop his ear. Lendel grinned and Celdic realized the suit also covered their heads with an invisible field. Lendel jerked Celdic up by the arm and threw him across the room to splash into the stream. Celdic frowned, trying mentally to get used to fighting with the suit on. Lendel came over to the shore grinning.
“How’s the water?” Lendel gloated, obviously enjoying the sparring match free of pain.
Celdic stood up and jumped sideways as Lendel suddenly charged him. Lendel turned around in time to catch Celdic’s foot in the middle of his chest. He flew through the air all the way to the far wall. He had somehow twisted himself so his feet were pointed toward the wall when he hit and rather than fall to the ground, he launched himself off the wall and landed several yards in front of Celdic.
“Neat trick,” Celdic congratulated him admiringly.
“I’m glad you like it,” Lendel said modestly, jumping forward and making a quick feint at Celdic’s face with his right arm, then turning it into a roundhouse and kicking at Celdic’s midriff. Celdic snagged Lendel’s foot out of the air before it made contact. He raised it up to his head so Lendel was almost doing the splits.
“I normally wouldn’t do this to you,” Celdic said cheerfully, “but since you can’t feel it…”
Celdic kicked Lendel in the groin hard enough to send him flying into the far wall again. Lendel did not twist himself around in time and slammed into the wall, then dropped to the floor.
“You’re lucky I couldn’t feel that!” Lendel shouted from behind several trees.
"Actually, you’re lucky you couldn’t feel that,” Celdic corrected him with a short laugh. “Chale would have lost interest in you if I damaged you like that.”
“All right,” Lendel said grimly, walking out from the trees. “You want to fight dirty, we’ll fight dirty.
Lendel threw a handful of dirt and twigs at Celdic’s face. Celdic instinctively flinched, closing his eyes and turning his head sideways. Even as he did it, he knew it was stupid, that the suit would have kept any debris out of his eyes. With his yar, he could feel Lendel flying through the air in a side kick aimed at his chest. Instinctively, Celdic thrust his yar at the ground and flew into the air as if he had been launched from a catapult. Lendel’s kick nicked his foot as he soared upwards. Celdic gaped at himself as he hovered almost thirty feet above the ground. He could fly! Feeling a wide grin split his face, he dove down where Lendel had just turned around to stare up at him in consternation and plowed him into the ground. The two of them made a crater in the ground almost three feet deep. Lendel shoved Celdic off him, only to have him come sailing back and tackle him again.
“That’s not fair!” Lendel protested heatedly. “You can’t use your yar and fly around.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, was there a rule book somewhere I missed?” Celdic asked in mock concern.
“That’s cheating!” Lendel insisted vehemently. “I can’t fly, so neither should you!”
“Well you can’t fight either, so should I fight poorly just because you do?” Celdic laughed at the frustrated glare on Lendel’s face and lowered himself to the ground. “Okay, I won’t use my yar to do more than sense things, if that will stop you from whining.”
Lendel scowled sullenly, “I’m not whining.”
“Now you’re in denial too,” Celdic noted detachedly. “Here, let me knock some of that out of you.”
Celdic jumped at Lendel, intending to grapple him by the arm and throw him. Lendel surprised him though, launching forward with his head down. His head hit Celdic right on the face and the force of it flipped him over backwards before he landed face-first on the ground. Lendel was already grabbing his ankle before he could recover and then he was sailing through the air again to crash into the stream in the same spot that Lendel had first landed.
“I’ve been trying to tell you that you stink,” Lendel smirked at him as he got back to his feet. “I promised Li I would try to wash you up so you smelled nicer the next time she snogged you.”
“Snogged?” Celdic questioned doubtfully. “You just made that word up.”
“No, I think it came from one of those languages we learned,” Lendel said, tensing himself as Celdic jumped out of the stream.
“Well it sounds really offensive,” Celdic said distastefully, “whatever language it is.”
He finished his sentence with a lunge towards Lendel’s face. Lendel’s flat palm jammed into his solar plexus at the same time Celdic grabbed both sides of Lendel’s head. The end result was Celdic flying up over the top of Lendel, instead of away from him, to land behind him still holding on to his head with both hands. Celdic pulled hard and swung Lendel by his head in a circle without letting go. He twisted faster and faster as Lendel tried to break free.
“You’re making me sick, you idiot!” Lendel hollered as round and round he spun.
“You make me sick too,” Celdic assured him, letting go. Lendel flew across the room and smacked into the wall with such a loud thud several leaves fell off the trees.
Terrance stood up from where he had been watching them with amusement. “I’m not sure your usual techniques work very well in this situation. That shouldn’t be a problem on the Earth world, though, because they won’t have suits.”
“It is kind of like fighting each other from inside a pillow,” Celdic agreed, walking over to the exit.
“Where you going?” Lendel called out to him, strutting as he came back into sight. “I’m not done with you.”
“Yes, but I’m done with you,” Celdic said firmly. “Come on, Lendel, nobody’s going to win if we can’t even hurt each other.”
“Who said anything about winning?” Lendel demanded pugnaciously. “I’m just having fun beating on you, whether you feel it or not.”
“Are you sure you’re not from the Earth world?” Celdic asked him pointedly.
“Li always claimed I wasn’t really her brother,” Lendel admitted with a shrug. “Maybe I was caught in a transient wave and sucked into this world when I was a baby.”
“You still are a baby,” Celdic said dryly. “Let’s go find the women, shall we?”
“Eager to go to the Earth world, are you?” Lendel asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Eager to get the waiting over with,” Celdic said with a sigh. “I just want to get started so it can get over.”
“Oh don’t go being like that!” Lendel protested with a pained look. “You’re going to miss all of the fun in this adventure if you look at the whole thing as a glass half empty.”
“Not half empty, Lendel, almost completely empty,” Celdic said grimly.
Celdic had imagined Zerans wishing the humans luck on saving their world would be thronging their departure. However, there were only a couple Zerans waiting by the ship when they started loading. Lendel obviously noticed the absence of a farewell party as well, frowning in disgruntlement.
“I thought there would be more people here,” Lendel muttered to Celdic quietly. “You would think we were just going out for an afternoon stroll or something.”
Terrance must have had some kind of super-sensitive hearing because he turned around and grinned at Lendel’s disappointed face. “The majority of Zerans are preparing for Plan B. As a matter of fact, most of them think this idea of sending the five of you is a waste of time. They would rather just start relocating the humans to worlds of lighter elements right now.”
“How long do we have to fix things before they decide to start relocating people?” Chale asked with a note of concern in her voice.
“A couple of weeks at the most,” Terrance replied. “You’ll buy some time if you can put a stop to any more nuclear explosions. Our drones will keep any from launching from the ground but there’s not much we can do when they detonate them at test sites.”
“Go to Earth, get rid of their nuclear weapons, get rid of their money and free the animals,” Lendel ticked each item off on his fingers. “Does that about sum it up?”
“I suppose so,” Terrance said with a short smile. “Don’t forget to stay alive as well.”
“Oh, that’s the easy part,” Lendel said dismissively.
The flying vessel hovered silently above the ground with the ramp made of light activated. Celdic saw Riah hugging the other Zerans who had come to watch them leave. He wondered if they were relatives or just friends. Li walked up next to him and clasped his hand as he began walking up the glowing ramp. He grinned at her, unable to restrain his excitement as he thought of the prospect of going to a strange, new land. She grinned back, an almost mirror image of his own enthusiasm.
The ship Celdic entered was definitely not the same one that brought him to the Zeran continent. The interior of this ship was at least a thousand feet in diameter and the pilot seats were located at the front section of the vessel. There were also walls inside this vessel, soft, living walls that resembled the walls of the giant tree dwellings. With his yar, Celdic could sense nine separate rooms, several of them with rows of beds. One of the rooms had a large, round glassy table that hovered in the center, surrounded by the same living chairs that grew inside of the tree dwellings. The front of the vessel actually had a transparent face the pilots could see through. There were only four chairs in front of the transparent face of the ship. Apparently, they used this ship for more than short jaunts. Celdic wondered how old the vessel was if it came equipped with beds, since the suits they wore made sleep unnecessary.
“How far do you travel in these things?” Celdic heard Chale ask Terrance behind them.
“This is one of the more advanced ships, made for deep space travel,” Terrance told her, following them up the ramp. “We use this ship to visit other planets in the solar system and to carry out experiments in deep space where gravity junctions doesn’t interfere.”
“Are there people on the other planets?” Chale asked intently.
“No, not anymore,” Terrance said with a sigh. “The solar system is actually short one planet because the inhabitants followed the same path the Earth humans are following right now. Always looking for more destructive weapons, they eventually learned how to create nuclear devices that used more dense elements than hydrogen. They tested it even knowing it might annihilate their world; and it did. The debris from their planet rained down on all of the other planets steadily for several years before it slowed down. There is a large asteroid belt our planet goes through every year that represents all that is left of that world. When a planet is destroyed, it is destroyed in every existential waveform as well. That is one of the reasons we are so anxious to stop the Earth humans from playing with fire. It is not just their world they are affecting, but all of the worlds that exist on this planet. There are actually hundreds of worlds on this planet we have visited, though only a few of them have higher life forms.”
“Have you ever made contact with other races that can travel to other worlds?” Chale asked, fascinated.
“Oh yes, quite a few,” Terrance admitted. “They are all from other star systems, but they have learned to travel through existential wave forms in higher frequencies so voyages that would take thousands of years only take a few weeks. One of the other races we met told us there used to be a group of beings who monitored the planets in our physical realm and would prevent these disasters from happening. Something happened to them a couple thousand years ago though and they have not been able to make contact with them again.”
“Our physical realm?” Chale said, her tone questioning. “As opposed to what other realm?”
“You’re going to get into a much longer discussion than we have time for with that question,” Terrance laughed, shaking his head slightly. “But for the short of it, there are two realms that exist. One is the physical, which represents the earlier stages of life in the universe. As the essence of a being, their consciousness if you will, cycles through all of the embodiments of the physical world, that being becomes closer to metamorphosing into a spiritual being. At this stage of your consciousness, as a human, you have already lived through all of the other physical beings that inhabit this world, from plant life to insects and animals. If you actually develop enough in your current life cycle, your consciousness will enter a kind of spiritual cocoon. This dormant state can last a very short time for some and a very long time for others. It is a time when everything that your consciousness can conceive, will actually become real to you. Because of the seductiveness of the attributes of this world, many people take a long time to become bored of the fantasies they create. Once they do finally grow tired of their time in the cocoon, they complete the transition from a physical entity to a purely spiritual being. I don’t really understand the characteristics of a spiritual being myself, but I do know that they have several degrees of development through which they continue to evolve. Our visitors from the other star system told us these more advanced spiritual beings were the guardians who kept species like the Earth humans from creating weapons that would affect other worlds. The humans on Earth actually have a remnant of their interactions with these beings still recorded. They called them Angels.”
Celdic felt Riah join them on board the vessel, her overpowering emotional presence permeating the vessel with excitement, sadness, fear and hope, all cycling through her in waves.
Terrance met Riah in front of the middle pilot seat and knelt down on one knee so he was eye level with her. “I want you to know how proud I am of you for doing this, Riah. I know I have put up a big fuss about you leaving, but I know not sending the best of us to help the humans could be the reason for our failure. I just want you to know I will be watching you whenever I can, so you won’t be alone. Now be safe and keep these kids out of trouble.”
Riah smiled tearfully as she embraced her father. Celdic could tell Terrance was using all of his reserve to keep his fear from showing as he said goodbye to his daughter. When Terrance stood up and walked back down the light ramp, Li sat down next to Riah and held her hand comfortingly. Riah sniffed and took a deep breath.
Celdic felt Riah’s yar reach out to the vessel. It was the first time he had actually felt her use her yar. He felt her yar blend with the vessel’s yar and then there was only one yar, a mix of the two. The light ramp vanished and the opening in the side of the vessel folded inwards from the edges, leaving no seams behind to show there had ever been an entrance in the wall. The only thing that told Celdic he was moving upward was the sight of the trees moving through the front view screen and his yar as it scanned the surroundings. They moved steadily upward into the sky until they were above the clouds. At that point, Riah launched the vessel into high speed and they were suddenly no longer inside of the planet’s atmosphere.
“How many people can connect their yar to the vessel?” Celdic asked Riah.
“There isn’t a limit,” Riah replied.
Celdic reached out to the vessel with his yar and felt it create a bond with his mind. Celdic could once again feel everything in the ship as if it were his body and see everything in every direction at once around the ship. The planet was a large globe behind them that grew smaller as they sped away from it at what Celdic knew must have been millions of miles per hour. The moon was a light blur as they passed by it quickly and then the sun grew smaller as well. Chale joined the group consciousness at the same time as Celdic. Her eyes were wide with wonder as she looked at their solar system from an outside perspective. The stars that always seemed so dim from the surface of the planet were like brilliant dots of light when viewed from the depths of space.
Celdic felt Riah bring the vessel to a stop. He could not help but be impressed with the vessel’s abilities. It had gone from high speed to a complete stop immediately, but somehow the sudden changes in velocity never affected the occupants on the inside of the vessel.
“This is where we change our existential waveform to Earth’s,” Riah informed them in her soft voice. “You may all want to link with the vessel’s yar so you can see how this is done.”
Li and Lendel joined the group consciousness. Celdic felt Riah push her consciousness into the core of the vessel’s yar and began pumping the fluid that filled the veins of the vessel into an intense rhythm that caused a humming sensation to permeate the ship. The fluid raced around the outer edges of the vessel at several million rotations a second. The vessel began to glow incandescently from the heat produced by the fluid’s orbit. Celdic felt something strange begin taking place in his own head. It felt like he were slipping into a solid wall, but his body was somehow slipping between the particles of the wall. The blurring sensation only lasted for a few seconds before it stopped. Riah retracted her consciousness from the vessel so just her yar was attached to it. Celdic would have to try connecting to something with his consciousness the way he did with his yar sometime.
“The Earth humans will have seen us enter their existential waveform,” Riah told them tensely. “I’m cloaking the vessel now, so let’s see if we can land somewhere unobtrusive.”
“Why is the planet so much closer than it was in our existential wave?” Lendel asked curiously. Celdic looked at Lendel questioningly, then looked out the view window and saw that Earth was filling the entire view screen. They had somehow moved back to the Earth’s atmosphere instantaneously.
“Distance changes with each existential wave,” Riah replied, scanning their surroundings with the vessel’s yar for any sign of pursuit. “That’s why we have to go so far out in space to travel here.”
They were between the planet and its moon. Celdic could feel thousands of structures orbiting the planet, constructs made from various metals and silicone. Most of them revolved synchronously with the planet’s orbit, but a number of them orbited much faster or slower than the planet’s orbit. These must be the satellites Terrance told them about. The sky was littered with them, tens of thousands of them orbiting the planet, hot with the transfer of radio waves. Celdic could not believe the absolute chaos of radio noise this world produced. To Celdic’s yar, the planet glowed brilliantly with the charges of electricity that broadcast through the air in the form of radio waves. These people must be cooking themselves with so much current charging the air around them. The sun was on the far side of the planet, leaving the ground below them dark.
“Uh oh,” Riah said in alarm. “They must be guessing where we are. They just launched a missile from one of the orbiting satellites.”
“I thought the drones would take out any missiles?” Chale said nervously as they felt the projectiles coming closer.
“Only the ones launched from the ground,” Riah replied, getting ready to race away from the glowing missile. It was shooting too far left of them to hit them. Riah must have been right; they were guessing where they were.
The sky suddenly turned white and the vessel immediately plummeted toward the planet below them. Whatever part of the vessel controlled the gravity was no longer working. The five of them were suddenly stuck to the ceiling as the vessel made a dead drop to the ground below them. Celdic had a feeling they were no longer invisible anymore either.
“What happened?” Li cried in shock.
“They detonated a nuclear missile too close to us,” Riah said, her large eyes wide with shock. “The vessel won’t be able to resuscitate without a lot of water!”
Celdic was pretty sure there were not any large bodies of water between them and the ground. He wondered if the suits would keep them safe from a drop this high.
“Celdic, use your yar to land it!” Chale cried out suddenly. “You’re strong enough. When we get closer to the ground, try to stop us and lower the vessel down.”
Celdic was glad Chale kept her head in emergencies. His yar had been the furthest thing from his mind. He reached out and felt the ground rushing up to meet them several miles away. He wrapped the vessel in his yar and slowed the plummet down enough for them to fall back onto the floor of the vessel. They were over some sort of desert, with a lake filling up what had once been a large canyon. Celdic felt a small, metal vessel of some kind below them and barely dodged it with their vessel as they drew closer to the ground. That must have been one of those airplanes Terrance mentioned. There were only two people in the small craft and they had not even noticed the large, disc-shaped vessel plummet past them in the darkness of the night. There were more of the small planes on the ground almost directly under them. Celdic remembered Terrance told them to try to land at an airport if possible. He lowered the vessel down onto some kind of tar pavement next to several other airplanes. He was not sure if this was the kind of airport Terrance meant. There was just a small runway and a medium sized parking lot for the small airplanes to park. Celdic could sense two Earth humans moving cautiously towards the crippled vessel.
“Is everyone all right?” Celdic asked, looking around at his companions hurriedly.
“Never better,” Lendel said sarcastically. “That was actually just the welcome I expected from these barbarians.”
“Well, there are two of the barbarians outside of our vessel right now,” Celdic told them, raising an eyebrow at Lendel. “What should we do with them?”
“Let’s see what they want,” Riah said before Lendel could give a much less pleasant response.
“They just tried to shoot us out of the sky,” Lendel protested. “It’s obvious what they want.”
“We don’t know if these two had anything to do with it,” Riah said firmly. “Give them a chance first. If I’m wrong, then do things your way.”
“Okay, sounds fair,” Lendel gave in with a vicious grin.
Colonel Scott stood in front of a brightly lit holograph screen, watching the freight ships entering the atmosphere with a dull lack of interest. The computer system had programs designed to monitor and detect any unusual activity in the space traffic around Venus, but the General always insisted an actual person monitor everything visually as well. Colonel Scott was stuck monitoring the space traffic as if he were some kind of Earth air traffic controller. It made little sense to him to have a person monitor something as common as freight ships when the AI programs running everything would catch anything a human could as well as a million things a human could not. It was not like the old days when they still had unreliable systems running off electricity like the computers on Earth. Photon Transmission Circuits had stabilized the computer world, removing the problems associated with electromagnetic fields and power surges. There had been no outages or down time from equipment failure for almost two decades. General Lockheede, his commanding officer, still thought it was a mistake to let the Earth workers have their old electrical circuit technology, even if it was outdated and vulnerable.
“Colonel Scott, are you finding your duties onerous in some way?” a voice barked beside him, causing him to automatically jump and stand at attention. It was General Lockhede.
“No sir!” Colonel Scott answered, used to the routine verbal abuse of military life.
“Do you think you are somehow irreplaceable?” the voice barked into his ear, causing the customary ringing.
“Sir! No Sir!” Colonel Scott understood the psychology behind the military verbal abuse and constant belittlement, but rather than feeling dread and apprehension every time his superiors walked into a room, Colonel Scott just felt disappointed. Was there nothing more to look forward to in life than another four decades of shouted insults and veiled threats?
“I know a lot of freight sergeants who would love to have a nice cushy Colonel’s job!” the voice boomed at him threateningly. “Now report!”
“Sir! Yes Sir!” Colonel Scott wished that he could get away with rolling his eyes, but that would be suicide. “Five ore ships arrived at O’ eight hundred hours and unloaded their cargo. Three ration ships arrived at O’ nine hundred hours and unloaded their cargo. There are currently two water ships entering the dock at…”
A loud siren interrupted him. A large red dot with a large circle around it appeared on the hologram. It had just appeared in the Earth’s inner orbit. It immediately vanished, but the AI program had already created several probable routes for the vessel to take.
“Computer, enhance the image of the unidentified vessel and display it on the main holograph,” General Lockhede barked, walking up to the larger holograph at the front of the large room.
An image appeared on the screen showing a disc-shaped vessel that was as reflective as chrome. A small measurement key appeared next to it, indicating that it was over three hundred meters in diameter. There was also a semi-transparent windshield on the front of the vessel.
“Computer, intercept the vessel’s most probable course with an AR14,” General Lockhede barked.
“Confirm nuclear detonation please,” the computer’s female voice said dispassionately.
“Yes, confirmed,” General Lockhede said impatiently. “Now launch the damn missile!”
The holograph showed one of the orbiting satellites light up green on the screen and the image of a short-range missile shot toward the most probable location of the vessel. The missile detonated and a moment later, the unidentified vessel reappeared on the holograph and began dropping towards the Earth’s surface.
“Computer, get an Alpha team on site immediately,” General Lockhede commanded, his eyes eager. “Have any survivors moved to Juma. The ship will go to Tooele.”
Colonel Scott was not supposed to know Juma was a large, underwater base in the Arctic Ocean on Earth, but sometimes the computer did not understand the concept of secrecy. The last time they thought they captured an unidentified vessel, the General ordered the Alpha team to move it to Juma and the computer had informed him that a storm in the polar region had made travel underwater unpredictable. Colonel Scott made sure to act especially dense after hearing about the underwater base. General Lockhede had immediately looked at him suspiciously, but was apparently reassured by his look of uncomprehending imbecility. In General Lockhede’s opinion, one of the most defining qualities of a good soldier was a lack of imagination and a willingness to obey orders without comprehension or question.
“Alpha team’s estimated arrival is thirteen minutes,” the feminine computer voice informed them.
“What?” General Lockhede growled, his eyes bulging. “Why in the hell will it take thirteen minutes for a supersonic jet to get to the crash site?”
“The vessel was last seen in a remote location,” the computer replied in the same dispassionate tone. “There are not any outposts in this region and all assets currently in the air are either too low on fuel or more than thirteen minutes away from the site.”
“There isn’t anywhere on Earth that should take more than ten minutes!” General Lockhede fumed, looking around for someone to yell at. “How is it that this thing crashed in the most strategically timed place on Earth?”
“Sir, the vessel appears to have vanished again,” Colonel Scott reported.
The vessel had slowed down within a mile of the ground. Just before it reached the ground, it vanished again.
“Computer, get every Alpha team we have assembled and searching for that thing!” General Scott commanded, his face turning red with anger. “I want every radar tower patched through and monitored. Follow up with every sighting reported on the UFO websites immediately. Pull up the addresses for any individual on the neural net that even thinks the word UFO in that region. If this thing is still airborne, I want it dropped. Turn on the microwave grid as well. This one has pilots on board and I want more answers than a piece of decomposed garden salad this time!”
Colonel Scott had no idea what a decomposed garden salad had to do with anything. He knew that turning on the old microwave grid was going to cause quite a sensation on Earth, though. People tend to get excited when flocks of birds fell out of the sky, cooked and ready to eat.
“What’s the name of the closest town?” General Lockhede demanded as he studied the land below the place the vessel had been falling toward.
“Bullfrog Marina at Lake Powell, Utah,” the computer responded immediately.
“What kind of law enforcement is available there?” General Lockhede demanded.
“Two National Park Rangers,” the computer replied. “The next nearest law enforcement office is sixty miles away with one highway patrol officer.”
“My God!” General Lockhede exclaimed in outraged astonishment. “How the hell is there still a place so isolated in the middle of the United States?”
“I’m sorry, I do not have the answer to that question,” the computer replied contritely.
“Of course you don’t!” General Lockhede shouted in frustration.
Colonel Scott knew it was stupid beyond belief, but he could not keep a small smile from his face as he watched his General storm around the room in impotent fury. It was a rare treat, because normally the General did not have anything real to channel his anger on, so his subordinates were the victims of his petty and pointless rages. Colonel Scott was glad they only used the neural net for monitoring thoughts on Earth. At least he hoped it was only used on Earth.
“No neural net nodes have been installed in this region,” the computer’s voice announced after a moment of silence. “The nearest radar tower is sixty miles north. There is a military convoy consisting of an FA18 and B2 Stealth bomber transferring a shipment of nuclear war heads from Hill Air Force Base to Nellis Air Force Base within two minutes of the estimated site of impact.”
“Have them rerouted immediately!” General Lockhede said quickly. “Tell them a MIG2 has been discovered in American airspace and to shoot down anything they see flying without lights.”
“General Lockhede, what’s going on?” A face appeared in the remote holograph simulator in the middle of the room. It was Delhorn Kennedy, the Supreme Chancellor. His face twisted as he surveyed the room and studied the holograph in front of the wall.
General Lockhede saluted smartly as soon as he heard the voice. He would be an absolute nightmare to be around after this meeting. He hated being seen as an inferior to someone else by his subordinates. In his mind, he was God and there should be no higher authority.
“Your Excellency,” General Lockhede began, his left eye twitching with what Colonel Scott knew was impatience and extreme dislike. “A vessel appeared on the grid that appears to have pilots inside. I detonated an AR14 in the projected path of the object. It lost control and crashed near Lake Powell in Utah.”
“You actually saw it crash?” the Supreme Chancellor asked pointedly and Colonel Scott suddenly wondered if he had already been watching everything they did.
“No, your Excellency,” General Lockhede admitted with a grimace. “We saw it drop to an elevation of a few hundred feet and then it vanished. However, I believe the vessel is currently immobilized and concealed. If so, the pilots will be somewhere nearby and should not be hard to pick up.”
“I see,” the Supreme Chancellor said with a resigned sigh. “Do you know how much trouble it causes when you detonate nukes in the Earth’s atmosphere?”
General Lockhede looked nonplussed. “They are just sheep. Just tell their news agencies that a meteorite exploded in the atmosphere.”
“I’m not talking about the sheep,” the Supreme Chancellor said disdainfully. “I’m talking about the residents living beneath them.”
“They know we don’t answer to them,” General Lockhede blustered with a sense of arrogant superiority. “I think we made that clear to them at Dulce.”
“Dulce was a mistake,” the Supreme Chancellor snapped irritably. “They had a whole wealth of technology we were millimeters from getting our hands on. At this point, diplomacy is our only option. All-out confrontation will cost us our anonymity among the rest of the humans.”
“You know how I feel about that,” General Lockhede said bluntly. “Let the sheep know what’s going on. There is nothing they can do with the locks we have in place on their society.”
“The best kinds of slaves are the kinds who think they aren’t slaves at all,” the Supreme Chancellor said firmly. “They must remain ignorant at all cost.”
General Lockhede blew out his large mustaches and shook his head resignedly. “Someone will push our secret through at some point and it would be better for us to choose the time than someone else.”
“That may be true, but that time is not now,” the Supreme Chancellor said coolly. “As long as things remain manageable under the current system, there is no need to change anything.”
“So how did you get away from the wife tonight?” Rod asked with an insinuating look.
“Ten minute massage and a bowl of ice cream,” Jason replied with a grin. “Bribery works every time. How did you get away? Pick a fight with her and get kicked out?”
“Women, man, I tell ya,” Rod said in a tone that did indeed tell ya. “Who needs to go looking for aliens on other planets when we have been marrying them for thousands of years?”
“Oh, so it was a fight,” Jason laughed at his brother-in-law’s predictability. “One of these days you will learn to stop asking if she is sure it’s okay if you leave. If she says yes, don’t hang around like a criminal and try to convince her of your guilt for not spending every waking second with her. Just say thank you and leave. End of conversation.”
“By God, you’re right. That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Rod decided with a conviction Jason knew would last only until his wife gave him the next accusing stare. It was not that he did not love his wife. The problem was that his wife was a social recluse and hated doing anything with anyone except Rod. Jason was stuck with the same situation, but his wife was a little more lenient after seven years of marriage. Rod was barely going on four years. His wife still expected a little more dedication than Jason’s wife had learned she could expect from the typical married man.
“Where are we going tonight anyway?” Jason asked as he opened the sunroof on the Prius. “It’s a new moon tonight so the stars should be particularly bright.”
“I need my car first,” Rod motioned back the way they had come. “My wife told me she would teach me to sing like Michael Jackson if she caught me carrying my weed in your wife’s car again.”
“Good call,” Jason noted, turning the Prius around and driving back to the small, employee residential housing apartments.
Rod switched vehicles, getting into his silver Kia and rolling down his windows. “Airstrip?” he suggested.
“Did you bring your coat?” Jason asked doubtfully. “We may be in the desert, but it’s still cold at night in November.”
“I’ll be fine with a hoodie,” Rod replied rolling his windows back up and leading the way.
The airstrip was almost pitch-black on the new moon night. There were half dozen airplanes chained to their parking spaces to keep the wind from flipping them over. One of the reasons Rod and Jason liked to go to the airstrip was the lack of obstructions to the sky. There were no landing lights, so planes could not land at night. Stargazing was the excuse used to get out of the house at night, but staring at the infinite array of star systems in the night sky was only the first part. Philosophizing about life was the main reason for the night walks. No idea was too farfetched and no idea was too small.
“Okay, so what happened?” Jason asked when the two of them had gotten out of their cars. “What did you do to piss her off?”
“Oh, I got mad at her for yelling at me for being a slob,” Rod said petulantly, sighing in exasperation. “And if I get mad at her, she gets ten times as mad right back at me!”
“Well of course she does,” Jason said reasonably. “First rule of marriage: never raise your voice in anger…unless you’re the woman, of course.”
“So I’ve got this theory,” Rod said, changing the subject abruptly.
“Do tell,” Jason said, waiting expectantly.
“Penelope and I keep seeing copies of people everywhere we go,” Rod said as the two of them walked down the runway with their eyes on the sky. “For instance, we were at Subway the other day and we saw this guy who looked exactly what I would look like in twenty years. You could tell he was weirded out by it as well. He kept staring at me and Penelope and I kept staring back. Then, on the way home, we saw two different black Jetta’s that had us in the driver and passenger seat. I mean they looked exactly the same. They looked just as shocked to see us, as we were to see them. It was weird, man.”
“I see,” Jason said with a thoughtful frown. “Though, honestly, I don’t think I could stand a world with two of you in it, I see your point. Maybe you’re just seeing some kind of bleed-through from a parallel universe.”
The stars were bright enough that even without the moon, the two of them were able to see where they were going in the dark. They were not disappointed for lack of shooting stars that night. Rod had just taken a big puff from his pipe and was staring at the sky when a bright green streak lit the sky.
“Wow!” Jason exclaimed in amazement. “Did you see that?”
Rod nodded wildly, still holding his breath. The residue from the green flash was still hanging in the air. Before the residue had completely faded, another light began streaking through the sky. It was not fast enough to be a shooting star and it was the wrong color.
“Is that a rocket?” Jason gasped in astonishment.
Rod stared wide-eyed at the fiery light streaking through the air toward the residue of green light, still holding his breath. A moment later, an incandescent light lit up the sky as bright as the noon-day sun, blinding the two of them.
“Holy shit!” Rod coughed out his lung full of smoke. “Was that a nuke?”
“Without a doubt!” Jason said hoarsely. “Can you see anything yet?”
“Just white,” Rod said, still coughing.
“I think that blast burned my retinas,” Jason said with a ragged breath. “Come on, we’ve got to get back to the cars. If this is the beginning of a nuclear holocaust, we need to get to the mines before it’s too late.”
“How in the hell are we going to find the cars when we’re blind?” Rod demanded, finally recovering from his coughing fit.
“Just keep running along the pavement,” Jason answered tersely. “If you feel dirt, move back onto the pavement. Once we get to the parking lot we can feel our way to the cars.”
“Do you have your flashlight?” Rod asked suddenly.
“Oh shit, duh.” Jason pulled the flashlight out of its holster on his belt and flashed it in Rod’s eyes. “Can you see that?”
“Yes, get it out of my face,” Rod said, trying to block the light with this hand.
Jason pointed the light at the road and could at least see the outlines of objects. The airplanes were slightly visible through the haze that seemed to be clogging their vision.
“What’s that sound?” Jason asked, slowing down as they made their way to the car.
Rod paused as well, looking up. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it is getting closer.”
The sound reminded Jason of the sound of the bombs dropped in World War II movies. The sound came to a sudden stop directly above them.
“What in the hell is that?” Rod demanded, pointing at the large, black circle blotting out the sky up above them.
“Maybe that was what the nuke was for,” Jason said slowly as the large, black circle descended toward them.
“Holy shit, are we finally going to see aliens?” Rod asked in an awestruck voice.
“If they don’t vaporize us first,” Jason said nervously. “After all, that was probably our military that tried to shoot them down.”
“I’m willing to take my chances on this one,” Rod said firmly. “I’ve been waiting all my life to see this. Even if they do vaporize us, it will be worth it.”
“Agreed,” Jason said fervently. “If they don’t kill us, we better get them to the mines fast. This place is going to be crawling with black ops paratroopers any minute now.”
The saucer hovered just above the pavement without a sound. The loudest noise Jason could hear was his own heart, pounding in his ears. He had spent the last ten years learning everything he could about UFO’s, peak oil, crop circles, abductions, hypnotism and drug-induced hallucinations. He had imagined what it would be like to meet an alien after it landed. He always thought of himself as being a cool, calm and collected representative of the human race who would welcome the visitors with a cheery countenance of gracious hospitality. Somewhere between the fantasy and the reality, this act went out the window. Jason stood watching the humongous ship with his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. A moment later, the ship just vanished into thin air, as if it had never been there.
“Where did it go?” Jason croaked, trying to find his voice.
“Maybe they are still here,” Rod said quietly, staring at the empty space where they had last seen the spaceship.
Jason froze, remembering some of the witness accounts stating UFO’s had vanished without moving, only to be found by radar in the same place. After a minute, Jason pulled out his laser pointer keychain and pointed the beam of light where the saucer had been hovering. The beam traveled right through the space and hit a hill in the distance, but there was a distortion of different colors along the red beam of light where the ship had hovered. Jason released the button and the light turned off.
“I think you’re right,” Jason said nervously, putting his keys back in his pocket. “If they don’t hurry, we’re going to be too late to get them somewhere safe.”
As if on cue, a sliver of light appeared in the middle of the air, followed by a sudden hole in what was otherwise a transparent spaceship. Five humanoid shapes floated down from the opening to land on the ground facing them. Jason could not make out very many details in the dark night, but he thought two of the aliens were women, with a child and two men.
Jason took a deep breath. “Welcome to Earth. I’m sure you’ve noticed it’s a rather dangerous planet. We have about sixty seconds to get you out of the area before the place comes alive with black ops military commandos. Do you understand what I am saying?”
“Yes, we understand you,” the taller male said in perfect English. “What did you have in mind?”
Jason felt a wave of shivers as if a cold wind had rushed through his body. Was that something they had done or was it just nerves? “We have transportation over here,” Jason gestured at the cars and started moving toward them hurriedly. “Will your ship be safe here?”
“Even if they find it, they won’t be able to break through the outer shell with their current technology.” The small alien who looked like a child had the voice of a twelve-year-old girl. Jason was still several yards in front of them, but when he stopped at his car, he suddenly felt an overpowering rush of emotion from the small child as she walked closer to him. His eyes teared up before he could stop them but he hurriedly regained control enough to stop from blubbering in front of them. The feeling of calm and unadulterated love emanating from the girl was so profound Jason had a difficult time figuring out how to make the car drive. He fumbled with his keys for several seconds before he remembered the Prius did not use a key. The aliens split up into two groups. The taller male and one of the females went with Rod in the Kia. The other three piled into the back of the Prius with Jason. When the dome light turned on and he saw their faces, he could not help but stare at them rudely. He had been expecting some kind of outlandish features, like a Klingon or a reptilian being of some sort. What he had not expected were two completely normal-looking humans and one child. Celdic could not be sure in the cars poor lighting, but the child’s eyes appeared to be elliptical like a cat’s eyes. The woman was certainly the kind of person you heard crazy stories about from ‘abductees’ who were taken into flying saucers and forced to copulate with amazingly beautiful women. Jason lived at a resort where scantily dressed, beautiful women were the norm, but this woman had something more than physical beauty that made her alluring. There was a kind of depth to her, an aura almost, of energy that made her seem more real. Jason felt the eyes of the man looking at him and hurriedly looked away from the woman. Wherever these travelers were from, Jason recognized that jealous look too well to mistake it for something else.
“My name is Jason,” he introduced himself to his three passengers with a smile. “I want to assure you my friend and I mean you no harm at all and I’m very sorry I cannot say the same for all humans on our planet.”
“Your world,” the child in the back corrected after a Jason finished speaking.
“I beg your pardon?” Jason said questioningly. He was on Highway 276 going the exact speed limit. He did not want to do anything to stick out to any kind of aerial surveillance. He had a large list of theories of the different kinds of technology the black government had at their disposal and he was pretty certain the odds stacked against him were a couple miles high.
“You said you cannot say the same for all humans on your planet,” the girl replied, watching Jason closely in the rear view mirror from the back seat. “This is just your world on this planet. There are a very large number of other worlds that exist on this planet.”
“Really?” Jason breathed, his eyes shining with excitement. “Do you mean like dimensions?”
“That word would be acceptable to describe the layers of waveforms that make up a planet,” the girl accepted after a moment. “Where are we going?”
“My friend and I built a kind of bunker in an old uranium mine about twenty minutes away,” Jason explained with a reassuring smile. “If there is anywhere we can lay low until they move the search elsewhere, this is it. Their thermal imaging devices won’t penetrate the uranium, so they will have to rely on eyesight alone. We’ll be several hundred feet below the surface of the Earth, so we should be safe.”
Jason was dying to ask them millions of questions, but he did not want to pester them when they were already going through a traumatic ordeal with half of the human military hunting them down. As if thinking of them had some kind of power, a fighter jet shot past them, only a couple hundred feet above the ground. The sound was deafening, even in the moving car. Jason held his breath as the jet continued its flight towards the airstrip, waiting for it to turn around and follow them. After going around several turns and finally entering the Henry Mountains, Jason let out a deep breath of relief. He could see more lights appearing in his rearview mirror back at the airstrip. They were almost fifteen miles away when they finally lost sight of the airstrip.
“I cannot believe it took them so long to get out there!” Jason said, relief thick in his voice. “I would have guessed they would have the entire place filled with troops five minutes after you landed.”
“My name is Riah.” The child in the back spoke up suddenly. “I wanted to thank you for helping us. I know you are endangering your own life by doing this.”
Jason tensed himself as the waves of gratitude and love almost had him crying like a girl again. “It’s no problem,” Jason muttered, feeling embarrassed. “I just cannot apologize enough on behalf of my race for the way they first welcomed you to our world.”
“No apology is necessary,” Riah told him with a smile. “We knew what we were getting ourselves into when we came here. We just did not think they would actually detonate a nuclear missile in the atmosphere above so many people on this world or we would have been more careful.”
“Now we go off of the highway,” Jason said with obvious relief. “They will probably start looking for vehicles on the highway soon and start searching them. Do they know you look like us?”
Riah tapped her lips thoughtfully in a manner that seemed much more mature than a child. “I don’t think they have any idea what we look like,” she said finally with a small smile.
“Good,” Jason said, his sense of confidence growing. “After a couple of days we can bring you back to Bullfrog. You will just look like any of the other tourists, so you shouldn’t stick out at all. If they don’t find your ship, they will probably move on and not even bother searching this area for very long.”
“Jason, how old are you?” The woman behind his seat had finally spoken. Her voice was as pleasant as her appearance.
“Thirty.” Jason did not look at her when he replied. He could still feel the other man’s eyes watching him guardedly. “My wife is a few years younger.” Jason hoped that throwing in the part about his wife would settle things down a little bit. When he glanced back at the man, he saw it had worked. He seemed slightly more relaxed and less guarded. “How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Not at all,” the woman replied with a disarming smile. “I’m twenty-four. Celdic is twenty-five, and Riah is fifty- two.”
Jason did a double take when she indicated Riah. Had he heard her correctly? Fifty-two? Jason looked back at the small woman who looked like a child and could not help noticing that she did, in fact, look much too developed for a child. Maybe her people were just a lot shorter than humans were.
Jason slowed down as he recognized the reflectors on the sides of the canyon they drove through. They were almost there. “When we arrive at the entrance, we’ll need to camouflage the vehicles before we go down into the mine.”
“I can take care of that for you,” the one called Celdic told him, his voice seeming slightly friendlier.
A minute later, they were exiting the vehicles and looking at the side of the cliff wall. Jason had hid the entrance well, with a cloth hanging over the opening he had glued sand and dirt to it so it looked exactly like any other part of the cliff face. Jason sighed as Celdic walked straight up to the entrance and peered inside.
“I hope you do a better job of hiding the vehicles than you did the cave entrance,” Rod told Jason as he came up beside him. “Did you see the rest of the welcoming party arrive at the airstrip?”
“Oh yeah, we saw them,” Jason said with a deep sigh. “I just hope they move on quickly.”
Celdic could hear the roar of jets scouring the skies as the rest of the group followed the two Earthmen into the mine. Celdic wrapped the two vehicles in a light curtain. He added a layer of reflective shielding on the inside of his light curtain to keep the heat of the vehicles from showing up on infrared sensors.
The mine was easily tall enough for even Lendel to walk through without ducking. Celdic studied the strange shaft curiously as he followed the Earth humans at a downward slant further into the mine. He could sense quite a few other mines within the ten-mile radius his yar could reach. So this was how the Earth humans built all of their metal machines. They actually bore into the ground like moles and extracted the metals from the rock. It seemed like so much more work than what the Zerans did for their technology. Of course, the Earth humans did not seem to be able to use their yar, so manipulating biological life would be close to impossible for them without some other kind of aid.
Celdic found the vehicles fascinating. He had to remind himself that just because the Earth humans were barbarians did not mean they were unintelligent. The complexity of the vehicle’s moving parts had surprised Celdic. He had almost expected apes with clubs marching around beating on each other. It was a shock to talk to the Earthman, Jason, and have a conversation as normal as any conversation he had with Lendel. Maybe Terrance was right and some of these Earth humans were peaceful. Celdic had kept a sharp eye on Jason the entire way as they traveled to the mines, expecting some kind of duplicity. By the time they arrived at the mine, Celdic felt a small worm of trust burrowing into his chest.
“This is the false wall,” Jason told them, unnecessarily since the five of them could sense everything with their yar.
The door that he swung inward looked exactly like the cave wall. If Celdic could not sense the empty space behind the door with his yar, he would never have noticed anything out of the ordinary.
Jason kept asking them if his flashlight was providing enough light for them to see okay, and worrying about the uneven ground. After Jason bumped his head on the ceiling because he was walking backward with his flashlight pointed at the ground in front of them, Lendel finally spoke.
“You don’t need to light the way for us,” Lendel told him sounding amused as he watched their guide trip and stumble. “We can see in the dark”
Jason blinked. “Oh, well I suppose that’s useful.” He turned around and continued leading them down into the mine. Celdic could feel their destination almost a half a mile farther down. The mine ended in a medium-sized room that was probably no larger than their living room back at Tenral. There were a half dozen foldout chairs and stacks of boxes with some kind of pre-packaged food. There were several items Celdic could not puzzle out the purpose for as he studied them with his yar. They must have been more of the strange, mechanical creations these Earth humans seemed so fond of making. One side of the room had several rows of padding for beds covered with some kind of cloth sack.
It took them almost fifteen minutes to arrive at the subterranean room. Jason and his friend, Rod, did not talk much on the way down. Once, Celdic heard Rod ask Jason what to do about the wives. Jason just muttered the word “later” and kept moving.
“This is our humble bunker,” Rod spread his arms extravagantly. “As you can see, we could probably stay holed up here for almost a whole week.”
“Plenty of time to survive a nuclear holocaust,” Jason added dryly, “and peak oil.”
“So you two built this place to escape a nuclear war?” Chale asked them curiously.
“Well…,” Jason paused, as if he were looking for the reason to a question that had no answer. “Mostly we just built it because it was fun. If there really were some kind of doomsday scenario, we would be in serious trouble. We would need a lot more food, water, sanitation, power, greenhouses and a lot more space. As it turns out, this is just perfect for what we did end up needing it for: a couple days to hide.”
“You forgot to mention Halo.” Rod said, tapping his foot against a small white box. “This is also a great place to relieve stress.”
Jason gave Rod a look that plainly questioned his sanity. “That’s right! I did forget to show them the game where we kill aliens for fun!”
Celdic felt himself tense up and noticed everyone but Riah do the same thing. Riah just had a small smile on her face for some reason.
“Oh…yeah,” Rod said sheepishly as he felt the sudden tension in the room. “I suppose that would be a little bit insensitive.”
“Do ya think?” Jason asked in exasperation. He looked at the wary faces of his new guests apologetically. “I’m sure you’ve noticed humans on Earth are quite barbaric. We make simulations of fake people to play games as a form of entertainment.” Jason stared at them thoughtfully before shooting another glare at Rod. “I better just show you what I’m talking about. It will save a lot of explaining.”
Jason flipped a switch on a large box Celdic could feel was mostly made up of distilled water. Then he turned on another object, where a projected light lit a large square on the far wall. He reached down and picked up an object that conformed to his hands with small buttons sticking out of it.
“This is what we call the controller,” Jason indicated the object in his hands. He pushed a button on it and a green light flashed on. Celdic felt a small burst of radio waves stream out of the small object and, a moment later, the white box on the ground lit up and started humming. “The white thing is called an Xbox, but it is just a computer that is made for playing games. It connects to this projector,” Jason indicated the square-shaped object that was beaming light into a square on the wall. “The projector then converts the signal it receives from the computer into pictures on the wall. The controller links with the Xbox and transfers information.”
Jason moved the joystick up and down and they watched the small, square, highlighted box move over different text options. “When I push up with this, the cursor on the screen moves up as well. When I press this green button, it chooses that menu option.”
The screen went dark and several symbols emerged, followed by images of some human in strange armor and an obvious non-human next to him. Jason made several more menu selections and then the screen went white for a moment before settling on a scene on a desert planet where sand was blowing. There were several other armored humans shouting instructions and Celdic realized the viewpoint was actually trying to mimic the person holding the controller as being one of the characters in the scene.
“In this game, the humans were attacked by an alien race who think humans are unfit to exist,” Jason explained as his character moved into a small tunnel. “Using fairly unsophisticated weapons for humans who are traveling through wormholes, the humans are supposedly fighting for their right to exist.”
Jason’s character seemed to be carrying a human equivalent of a sniper rifle, which he began shooting at the large aliens he called Brutes. The aliens began fighting back and before long, there was quite a bit of swearing, explosions and gunfire filling the air of the subterranean room.
“Wow, I can’t believe you missed that head shot,” Rod said shaking his head in disgust. “You better let me take over.”
Jason looked up with a start and realized he had lost track of his current situation. “Well, anyway, that is what he meant by playing Halo,” Jason said lamely, quickly turning off the equipment.
Celdic shared a look with Lendel. That definitely looked like it could be fun. Chale and Li looked much less interested and slightly puzzled. Riah just looked sad.
“So you just go around killing these other aliens until they are all dead?” Chale asked curiously, her tone withholding any kind of judgment.
“Well…I suppose you could say it like that,” Jason said uncomfortably. Rod was clapping at him silently with his fingers tapping his palm and mouthing ‘Good one, idiot.’
“So where do you come from?” Jason asked in an obvious attempt to change the subject.
“Our world is called Shalilayo. The four of us are from a city called Tenral,” Chale answered, indicating the four humans. “Riah is from the Zeran continent. They don’t seem to have cities there, so we just call the whole thing the Zeran continent.”
Celdic could tell Jason wanted to ask about Riah’s strange eyes. He kept glancing back at her curiously before he could stop himself. For some reason, he did not have the nerve to just come out and ask them.
“So your world exists on the same planet as ours, but in a different dimension?” Rod asked Chale, sensing that she was the talkative one.
“Yes,” Chale said studying him closely enough to have him fidgeting uncomfortably. “I’m not sure if this is rude to ask, but your stomach lining has several parasites infecting it. Why do you allow them to stay?”
Rod blinked, glancing at Jason for help. Jason returned the blank look. “I’m not sure what you mean.” Rod said after a moment of silence. “How can you tell I have parasites in my stomach?”
“Oh, I forgot Earth humans cannot use their yar,” Chale said to no one in particular. She turned and focused on Jason, who Celdic had already noticed had several parasites living in his intestinal system, as well as a small cancerous tumor in his brain behind the left eye.
“You have several parasites, too,” Chale informed him without any indication that it might be embarrassing, “and a very deadly growth on your brain as well.”
Celdic watched the surprised expressions with interest. They really had not known they were infected with parasites and growths. How could these humans travel to other planets and not even be able to take care of their own bodies? How could they not even know their bodies were in trouble?
“It is our yar that removes parasites and foreign entities from our systems,” Riah spoke up in her light voice. “Humans on this planet have to mix plants and molds to try to fight the parasites, because they cannot even sense them until their bodies begin to die. My father told me they had a lot of sick people on this world. I think I might not have understood the scope of how bad it was, though.” She was also studying the two Earthmen, though with sympathy rather than a mild form of revulsion. Unbidden, an image arose in Celdic’s mind of some of the primates in the Rajan Gardens that would pick parasites out of each other’s hair. Perhaps these humans had more in common with their cousins after all. In his class for Rajan Studies, Celdic had learned the primates on his world would not develop the ability to use their yar for at least another million years.
Riah walked over to where Jason sat by the computer equipment. He still looked awkward, but the overwhelming sense of acceptance Riah radiated seemed to calm him down. “If you will allow me to, I would like to heal you.”
Jason blinked, sharing another wide-eyed look with Rod. “Yeah, sure.”
Celdic felt Riah’s yar delve into Jason and wrap around his spinal column. Once she had attached her yar firmly to his spinal cord, a small spider web of yar energy began shooting out to the rest of his body. His head actually lit up when Riah’s yar began working on the tumor in his brain. Celdic watched with interest. Only the Rajan Gardeners learned how to heal because there were creatures in the Gardens that would occasionally need help. The humans at Tenral were so used to healing any viruses or parasites in their own systems automatically that Celdic did not think he could consciously heal another person. Obviously, Riah had done this before. The speed and precision with which her yar raced through his body indicated understanding from past experience. When she finished, Jason stood gaping in stunned disbelief.
“Wow!” Jason exclaimed, looking over at Rod in wonder. “I didn’t think I felt old before, but this is amazing! I feel like a kid again!”
Rod had a hopeful look in his eyes as he surveyed his friend’s excitement. “The scars on your face are even gone, but you’re still just as ugly,” Rod commented absently. He was obviously hoping he would be the next subject to be healed.
Riah seemed to sense the same thing. She turned to Rod and smiled one of her radiant smiles. “Would you allow me to heal you as well?”
Rod nodded mutely, at a loss for words. Riah delved into his system the same way she had Jason’s, wrapping her yar around his spine and then branching out through his neural pathways to explore the rest of his system. Celdic paid close attention, hoping to learn how to heal another person as well. He could sense the small, disharmonic organisms that had set up shop in Rod’s intestinal tract. Riah did not burn them out, the way Celdic would have thought of doing, but rather broke the cells apart and began flushing them through his pores. A sheen of sweat broke out on Rod’s face in the few seconds it took her to evict his unwanted tenants.
“You weren’t kidding,” Rod said, taking a deep breath. “I feel like I am twelve again!”
“Then I guess your body reverted to match your mental age,” Jason said dryly. “You look absolutely ridiculous.”
Celdic was impressed at how different Rod looked after Riah finished healing him. His face had more color and his cheeks were already less hollow. Rod turned his arm to stare at the smooth skin on his inner elbow.
“Wow, no scar!” Jason marveled as he looked at Rod’s arm.
“Thank you!” Rod said fervently.
“Yes, thank you, Riah,” Jason echoed his friend with gratitude plain on his face.
“You’re more than welcome,” Riah replied, smiling affectionately.
Celdic could not help wondering why these humans were unable to use their yar. On his own world, humans slowly evolved from the primitive primate to intelligent beings the same way these humans had. On Celdic’s world, however, they began developing their yar weakly shortly after the mind began philosophizing about life.
“So what brings you to this world?” Jason asked Riah curiously.
“We’re here to get rid of your nuclear weapons, your money and free the animals,” Lendel replied before Riah could open her mouth. “In about that order.”
“That sounds like fun,” Rod noted thoughtfully. “Where do we start?”
Celdic raised an eyebrow at the ‘we’. That was all the information these two humans needed to want to join their mission?
“We’re not sure where to start yet,” Chale said slowly. “We had planned on acclimating to your society before we decided how to proceed.”
“Well, it sounds like providence must be on your side then,” Jason said with a grin, “because we can certainly teach you all about our twisted society.”
“The first thing we need to do is find a way to get onto one of your televisions.” Chale was relating the initial details of the plan to Rod and Jason they had formed with Terrance before coming to the Earth world. “We need to let as many people as possible know that your nuclear technology is destroying the other worlds that exist on this planet.”
“Most of your opposition is going to come from the oil barons and bankers,” Jason told them, frowning thoughtfully. “They stay in power because they have a monopoly on the fuel powering our technology. Anyone who has tried to interfere with their control of the system, either through inventions that replace internal combustion technology or by creating laws to encourage more alternative energy, have disappeared or mysteriously lost their enthusiasm for their cause. What kind of energy do you use on your own world?”
“We actually don’t use very much energy,” Chale said slowly. “Our culture, our way of life, does not require large quantities of energy. Most of our technology is based on growing any tools we need by engineering plants to produce what we need. Our homes, roads, transportation, clothing and just about everything else are produced by engineered plants. I think another piece of the puzzle is how complicated you have made the process of meeting your basic needs. In a household in Tenral, we grow all the necessary food in a garden behind the house. Through centuries of engineering, we have developed plants that produce as much food in a few square feet as it would take several miles of land here on Earth to produce the equivalent amount. I think bringing these practices to this world will be one of the most important first steps in liberating your people from money.”
“Somebody’s coming,” Celdic interrupted as he felt a small round orb enter the mouth of the mine.
“Military?” Jason asked in consternation.
“Maybe,” Celdic said doubtfully. The orb was not producing any of the heat and electromagnetic emissions he had noticed from the Earth human’s vehicles.
“It’s a drone,” Riah said after a few seconds had passed. “My father probably has a message for us.”
The drone moved through the tunnels quickly. When it reached the hidden door, it used its yar to pull it open. Celdic felt his eyebrows climb up his brow. He did not know the drones had the ability to use yar. How sentient were these drones?
The drone was the same reflective chrome color as their flying vessel. It stopped in the entrance to the room. An image of Terrance suddenly appeared underneath the drone. If Celdic’s yar did not tell him the image was a projection of the drones’ yar, he would have thought Terrance was standing there.
“Riah, I’m glad you are all safe,” Terrance told her with a relieved smile. “I have to apologize about the nuclear explosion that knocked you out of the sky. I thought we had disabled all of their satellite missile stations. We had several drones follow you down to where you landed. When the humans arrived we led them away with a merry little chase, so you should be free to leave your hiding place.”
“Thank you father,” Riah said, her eyes full of love as she stared back at her human father. “I had not realized how ill all of these humans are. We may have to spend some of our time healing the worst of them. This is Rod and Jason, by the way.”
Jason and Rod waved and said hello to Terrance’s image. Celdic could tell they thought he was really in the room with them. Terrance walked over a little closer to them, studying them curiously. “Thank you for your help,” Terrance told the two Earth humans sincerely. “I know there are quite a few humans who share your desire for a change on this world. Have you been told the basics of what is going to happen?”
“Get rid of the nukes and the money and free the animals,” Rod said promptly. “Though I’m not sure what ‘free the animals’ means.”
“So you haven’t heard Plan B yet?” Terrance asked, looking at Riah for confirmation.
“No, I hadn’t got that far,” Chale replied, glancing at the Earth humans. “I was just about to get to that part.”
“What’s Plan B?” Jason asked curiously.
“Human relocation,” Chale said with a grin. “Whoever we cannot convince to change their ways we will move to a world of lighter elements so they cannot create any more nuclear technology.”
“That sounds fun,” Jason said with an evil cackle. “I actually have a list of people I planned on taking down if I ever ended up with something terminal. We could speed things up a lot if we just relocated these people immediately.”
“It may come to that,” Terrance admitted reluctantly. “I would much rather give them the chance to change, but if things start to get out of control we will probably start relocating the most problematic individuals first. Before we start any of that, we really need to get the message out to the human population so that they can get used to the idea that things are going to change.”
“I have the inklings of an idea.” Rod was watching Riah with a sudden sparkle in his eyes. “If she can heal other humans the way she healed us, we could start going through all the cancer wards and intensive care units in hospitals. It wouldn’t be long before the media came to us. Running.”
“Oh my God,” Jason said with a stunned look on his face. “This could actually be the first good idea that you have ever had!”
“That’s right, chief,” Rod said with a self-satisfied smile on his face. “The black government would probably just think it was typical con men out trying to make a buck. By the time they put us on TV and we tell everyone what’s really happening, it would be too late for the shadow government to pull the plug.”
“That might just work,” Terrance said intently. “When you do actually go on TV, we’ll use the drones to make sure it goes to all of the broadcasting stations.”
“So where do we go from here?” Lendel asked, always to the point.
All eyes turned to Jason and Rod. Rod cleared his throat. “We could actually just start driving north and stop at every hospital we pass and heal everyone there. It probably won’t take more than a couple of days before the media finds us and tries to debunk what you’re doing.”
“I suppose we’ll need to leave the flying vessel here and travel using a regular human vehicle if we are going to stop at every hospital we come across,” Chale said with a note of disappointment in her voice.
“Actually, you might want to have a few people follow from above so the flying vessel will be close by if it is needed,” Terrance said. “It will also be handy if you get attacked by their military again. We already resuscitated it with some drones, so it is ready to fly.”
“Okay then,” Lendel said with a note of finality in his voice. “Let’s move right along, shall we?”
Celdic suddenly realized why Lendel was in such a hurry. He was claustrophobic. Celdic had never really thought about being in tight places before, but it obviously bothered Lendel quite a bit. “So how often do you have cave-ins in these mines?” Celdic asked Jason with a malicious grin at Lendel.
“None, that I know of,” Jason replied, trying to be reassuring. “They seem to be fairly sturdy.”
“I’ve heard that loud noises can bring the roof down,” Celdic said loudly. Lendel’s shoulders hunched slightly, until he saw Celdic’s amused grin.
“Very funny, Celdic,” Lendel said sourly.
Celdic laughed, finally happy to get one up on Lendel. Now he just had to figure out how to do that to Chale.
Terrance walked to the exit with them, staying silent most of the way. Celdic had a feeling that even though Terrance could not come to Earth in person, he and Riah would not go too long without seeing each other. The drone projecting Terrance’s image hovered above him, reflecting starlight like a mirror. As long as there were drones around, Terrance and Riah would be able to stay in contact with each other. Riah touched the air where his insubstantial hand was and, a moment later, he vanished. Celdic once again found the closeness of Zerans somewhat strange in comparison to the more brusque affection with which the humans in Tenral regarded their loved ones. The Zerans seemed to have no sense of restraint when it came to their emotions, broadcasting them loudly for all to see and feel.
Jason and Rod drove them back to their flying vessel, watching the skies nervously through their sunroofs as they drove back down the highway. The airstrip was empty of any military occupants and the skies remained clear as well. Jason and Rod said they needed to update their wives on the current situation before they left. Celdic and his companions waited in the flying vessel while the two Earth humans went back to their homes.
Celdic was not sure what to make of these two Earth humans. If the Earth humans were technically at war with Celdic’s world, then these two humans would be considered traitors to their own kind. Yet, they seemed even more eager than Celdic and his companions to go about the process of changing this world’s destructive nature. Were the rest of the humans going to be this easy to convince? Was it really just the few in control that were making this world such a bad place? Celdic wondered how so few could gain so much control over the majority of the humans. Could this government based on money really be the cause of such a power imbalance?
“So what do you think?” Chale asked him with a raised eyebrow.
“What do I think about what?” Celdic asked impatiently.
“About our first two recruits,” Chale replied as if it should be obvious. “What are the odds that we would run into the two humans who seemed to be waiting for aliens to come visit them?”
“I think the odds are pretty good,” Celdic said dryly. “I think a lot of these humans are waiting for someone or something to rescue them from the mess they have let themselves make.”
“Did you notice they don’t have a resonance?” Li asked them with a puzzled frown. “I thought all intelligent life had a resonance.”
“A person’s resonance is created by their yar mixing with their body’s existential frequency,” Riah told them. “They do not have a connection to yar. My father thinks whoever tampered with their evolution was able to make them evolve physically, but yar is something that has to evolve over a set time. There aren’t many shortcuts to a species developing their yar. My father thinks someone developed them without yar so they could be used as slaves or something like that.”
“I wonder if it would be possible to add the ability to them,” Chale mused curiously. “I don’t mean through evolution, but if you Zerans can grow drones that have yar, it doesn’t seem too farfetched that you could create something to enable humans to develop some kind of yar.”
“As a matter of fact,” Riah said smiling, “my father has been trying to do just that. Ever since he came here a couple thousand years ago and discovered they did not have a connection to yar, he has been trying to find a way to add it artificially.”
“That would certainly change things significantly,” Celdic said doubtfully. “Whether for good or bad, I couldn’t say.”
When Jason and Rod returned, they had brought a third person with them. Rod introduced her as Penelope, his wife. Her eyes were alight with curiosity as she studied the aliens. They were equally curious, since she was the first female of the Earth human species they had met, aside from Celdic and Chale’s mother.
“No facial hair,” Lendel noted approvingly. “I was going to be very disappointed if the females had facial hair, too.”
“Some of them do,” Rod said dryly, emitting chuckles from Jason and Penelope.
“So how do we want to handle the traveling arrangements?” Li asked, glancing at the Earthlings hesitantly. “We would only need one vehicle if two of them rode in the flying vessel.”
“Not it,” Rod shouted loudly just before Jason said, “Rod can drive.”
“Okay, rock, paper, scissors,” Jason said, shaking his fist in the air.
Jason cursed when Rod’s rock crushed his scissors. “Best two out of three.”
“Not a chance,” Rod said smugly. “You lost fair and square.”
Jason looked at Penelope, raising his fist with a raised eyebrow.
“Not a chance,” Penelope laughed, clearly amused at the idea. “I’m not driving your wife’s car.”
Jason let out a bitter sigh and shrugged. “Oh well, I guess we can take turns between hospitals.”
“That’s the spirit,” Rod said with mock enthusiasm.
Celdic was torn. He wanted to ride in the car so he could further inspect how it worked, but he did not want to leave the flying vessel without his yar’s ability to land it in an emergency.
Riah seemed to sense his dilemma. She smiled when she saw him muttering to himself. “My yar is strong enough to land the flying vessel if there are any emergencies,” Riah told him reassuringly. “I’ll be flying it, so you can go in the car.”
Celdic gave her a grateful nod and made his way toward the silver car where Jason stood waiting for his alien passengers. Li joined him with one of her heart-stopping smiles. Lendel and Chale wanted to learn how to fly the ship, so they went with Riah. Rod and Penelope gasped as the ramp bathed their faces with a soft light. Rod threw one last smirk towards Jason as he walked up the bright ramp into the flying vessel.
“So Penelope is your sister?” Li asked, though her tone made it clear that it was not really a question.
“Yes,” Jason replied, his eyebrows rose in surprise. “How did you know?”
“Your body signatures are almost identical,” Li explained, getting into the back seat with Celdic. “That usually indicates you have the same parents.”
“I see,” Jason said in a tone that plainly said otherwise. “How do you see a person’s body signature?”
“We have an ability we call yar,” Li told him as he began driving back down Highway 276. “It’s similar to a sense, but much more. It is like an insubstantial appendage that can reach out away from our bodies and sense objects. It can sense the minutest particles all the way down to the subatomic particles that make up what you call an atom. The distance that a person can reach varies by the individual. Some people, like Celdic and Riah, can actually affect the environment around them with their yar. Celdic can reach more than ten miles away with his yar. I can only reach a few hundred feet with my yar.”
“I’ve always wondered if there was some mysterious force that existed,” Jason said thoughtfully. “I wonder if humans on Earth can learn how to use yar.”
Celdic shared a look with Li, wondering if they should tell him the bad news. He seemed absolutely fascinated by the idea of yar.
“We think someone tampered with your species’ evolution,” Li told him, looking disapproving. “Usually when a species begins to develop the ability to think intelligently, they also begin developing a link to yar. The humans on this world don’t even have a trace of a connection to yar, though. You have some kind of block in your genetic makeup that is preventing your minds from forming a link to yar.”
Jason was quiet for several minutes as he thought about what she said. He did not look discouraged by the fact he had no connection to yar in his system. His eyes were distant, as if he were recollecting a distant memory.
“That’s kind of interesting,” Jason said musingly. “I read a small article from some guy who claimed to have an interview with a reptilian species living beneath the surface of our world. He said some aliens from another star system had tried to use us as a labor race. I was never really sure how much I believed the account because there are so many lies and crazy stories out there, but I had always thought his story sounded more plausible than most.”
“Well, there is a race of reptilians who live beneath the surface of this world,” Celdic confirmed. “They seem to be peaceful for the most part, according to Terrance.”
“Really?” Jason exclaimed excitedly. “That is too cool. The reptilian female he interviewed showed him an ability to affect objects with her mind. They were also able to hear our thoughts. Can you guys hear our thoughts as well?”
Celdic frowned thoughtfully. “I haven’t ever tried that. Let me see if I can hear what you are thinking.”
Celdic reached into Jason’s brain with his yar, looking for the signals that would formulate visual patterns. As simple as that, he could see everything Jason was seeing. It felt odd, seeing through two different sets of eyes. He could also see dim projections as Jason recollected memories from the past. Celdic prowled around Jason’s brain, looking for the place his thoughts were converted to a verbal analog signal. It was in a very different part of the brain than Celdic had expected, nestled on the left side where all of the arithmetic and calculations for balance and other motor functions operated. He could hear the partially formed verbal phrases of Jason’s thoughts as clearly as if he was hearing them with his own ears. He was currently wondering how old they lived as a species.
“We humans live to about one-hundred-and fifty years,” Celdic told him with a lopsided smile. “The Zerans live much longer though. Terrance told us Riah would live to be almost two thousand years old. That’s why she looks so young for a fifty-two-year-old woman. In her body’s timeline, she is equivalent to a thirteen-year-old human. When she is two-hundred-years old, she’ll look like a twenty-year-old.”
“Wow,” Jason said enviously. “That is amazing. I wonder what the world looks like to a person who lives so long. Do the years just seem like days or does it just feel the same as it does for the rest of us?”
Celdic could tell it was a rhetorical question, but he answered anyway. “Terrance is actually an immortal and he said the years do seem more like days to him.”
Celdic’s ever-roaming yar pulled his attention to several vehicles stopped in the middle of the highway several miles ahead. “I don’t know if this is normal, but there are several vehicles stopped in the middle of the road up ahead.”
“Can you tell if any of them have red and blue lights flashing?” Jason asked tensely.
“Yes, all of them do,” Celdic confirmed.
“Shit,” Jason muttered, slowing down slightly. “Roadblock. They must be taking extra precautions on the off-chance an alien really did crash somewhere.” Jason tapped his hands on the steering wheel nervously. “Shit,” he said again and Celdic agreed with him.
“We all look like humans though,” Li reminded them. “They shouldn’t really bother us if they search the car and only find us in here.”
“That’s true,” Jason agreed, taking a deep breath. “Okay, let’s chance it. If they try to detain us, we’ll make a run for it. Could you flatten all of their tires with your yar?”
Celdic studied the rubber tires on the car that he was riding in. “That shouldn’t be a problem.”
“You may need to shield the car as well if they start shooting at us when we run,” Jason laughed nervously, though Celdic could not see anything humorous about being shot at. Jason was the only one that would really be vulnerable so Celdic would not need to worry about shielding himself and Li.
They went around a bend in the road and the roadblock came into sight. There was a variety of law enforcement vehicles obstructing the road, leaving only a small gap for cars to pass through single-file. When Jason stopped the car, a short, chubby man with a Highway Patrol hat walked up to the driver’s window and shined his flashlight in Jason’s face.
“Where’re you comin’ from?” The officer asked in a southern drawl.
“Bullfrog,” Jason said easily. “I think this is the first time I have seen a roadblock somewhere besides the Burr Trail turn off. Are there a lot of partiers in this area?”
“No, we’re looking for an escaped convict that was supposedly seen in this area,” the trooper said as he flashed his light around the interior of the car. Celdic squinted as the light shined in his eyes. “Can I see your driver license?”
Jason had already retrieved it while they were slowing down. Celdic was glad Jason’s hand did not shake when he handed the license over to the officer. He did not look at the license very long before handing it back.
“Who are your friends?” he asked perfunctorily.
“Celdic and Li,” Jason replied in the same easygoing tone. “Celdic was my companion when I served an LDS mission, so I invited him and his wife down for a houseboat trip.”
“Do they have any ID on them?” the officer asked, though he looked slightly mollified by the story.
“They don’t have driver’s licenses,” Jason said in an apologetic tone. “Celdic was in a bad accident after falling asleep at the wheel, once. He refuses to drive now, so I’m stuck driving the whole time. Li is on an H2B contract, so she’s still waiting for her license to process.”
“Oh really?” the trooper said interestedly. “Where is she from?”
“Canada,” Jason responded wryly. “You would think they would just consider them American citizens for all intents and purposes, but they still have to get an H2B to come and work here.”
The trooper stalled, obviously not wanting to let somebody pass without ID, regardless of the story. Celdic tensed up and got ready to flatten the tires of the cop cars as the trooper turned back with a regretful expression. Before he could say anything, one of the sheriffs walked up to the car.
“Hey Jason, long time no see,” the sheriff said with a grin. “You’re still living down at Powell, huh?”
“They’ll never take me out of there alive,” Jason said fervently. “How have you been doing, Tim?”
“Better if I were asleep, instead of herding sheeple all night,” he replied with a scowl. “I’ve never seen a manhunt that had so many fighter jets flying around. We’ve seen almost a hundred different jets flying so low that you almost have to duck when they go by.”
“Really?” Jason said with feigned interest. “Sounds more like an alien hunt than a manhunt. What does the convict look like?”
“That’s the funny part,” Tim said without much humor. “They didn’t give us a description. They just wanted everyone ID’d who came through. You might be right about the aliens,” Tim finished with a laugh, but Celdic could tell that he was only half-joking. “These guys are good,” Tim told the trooper that had been talking to them before. “I used to live down in Bullfrog, back in the days when I was still allowed to play Halo with Jason. My wife put a stop to that after we moved.”
Jason winced in sympathy and started pulling forward as Tim waved them through.
“That was close,” Li exhaled a deep breath.
“One of the perks of providing internet to all of the law enforcement in Bullfrog,” Jason said with a relieved grin. “They usually look the other way when I speed or forget my license at the roadblocks they put up on the holidays.”
The rest of their drive to Nephi went without incident. Celdic kept a steady trade of questions with Jason as they tried to understand one another's world. Li put in a comment every once in a while, but she seemed content to sit next to Celdic, idly running her hands through his hair as he talked with Jason.
“Where are they going to land the flying vessel?” Jason wondered, looking around curiously as they pulled into the parking lot.
“They already parked it out in the field next to us,” Celdic told him as he sensed the invisible ships’ fluids pulsing rhythmically like a heartbeat. “Riah is already inside healing people.”
“Cool,” Jason said, his eyes alight with anticipation. “Let’s go see how the hospital staff is handling it.”
Jason could tell something strange was happening as soon as he entered the hospital. People ran through the halls and babbled loudly, as if they were at a party rather than a hospital. Celdic and Li led the way, since Celdic could tell where Riah was with his yar. Jason could hear snatches of conversation from some of the doctors who were in the lab.
“We’ve got to get the World Health Organization involved with this!” One of the doctors in blue hospital scrubs said excitedly on the phone. “This girl is just walking up to people who have bones sticking out of their skin and healing them! She doesn’t even touch them. She just asks them if she can heal them and as soon as they say yes, their bone pops back into place and their skin starts knitting itself back together!” The doctor’s voice was growing dimmer as they moved past him. Jason smiled when he heard the last part of the one-sided conversation. “No, I haven’t had anything to drink! Here, let me put you on with one of the nurses…”
Celdic led them toward the emergency room. They walked around a corner and a small crowd of people clogging the hallway brought them to a stop. At the center of the knot of humans, Riah stood in front of an older woman in a wheel chair. Jason could tell she needed dialysis for her kidneys; her eyes were bright yellow and she looked like she had one foot in the grave. Riah must already received the woman’s permission to heal her, because she suddenly gasped as a thick sheen of sweat broke out on her face. She hyperventilated for almost a minute before her breathing slowed down to a more regular rhythm. The crowd made a collective gasp as the woman’s eyes opened up again, with no trace of yellow. She slowly stood up from the wheel chair and experimentally took a few steps. A large smile broke out on her face and she began walking around at a normal pace. “It’s a miracle!”she whispered with tears in her eyes. “I feel so young! I haven’t walked in almost a decade. Oh, bless you, darling. Thank you so much!”
Riah was smiling radiantly with obvious pleasure in her eyes at the happiness she was creating. There were tears in quite a few of the onlookers’ eyes as they watched Riah with an almost reverential respect. A middle-aged woman with tears streaming down her face ran up to the older woman and hugged her. “Look at you, mom,” the woman said in wonder, smiling through her tears. “I can barely believe my eyes. I was so worried I was going to lose you today.”
“How are you healing these people?” a man in blue doctor’s scrubs asked, his face a mass of conflicting expressions, ranging from hope to doubt, then fear and then back to hope again.
“I’m not from your world,” Riah told them in her gentle voice. “I am here to try to stop your governments from using nuclear technology because it is destroying worlds in other dimensions. I’ve been a little sidetracked, though. You see, we don’t have any sick people on our world. It’s absolutely horrifying to me for any of you to die before your time. So I’m going to try and heal your species as well as put a stop to the nuclear weapons.”
“You’re an alien?” The doctor asked in disbelief, staring at her strange eyes uncertainly.
“I suppose that you could use that term,” Riah said with a small smile. “Is there anyone else in this facility who is sick?”
“Huh?” The doctor asked as if he did not understand the question.
“No, I think that you got them all,” a nurse answered for the doctor when she saw he was losing his grip.
“Any of you who would like to be healed of any of your minor problems, like vision or hearing, please gather around close to me,” Riah told them, her eyes glowing with warmth they could all feel. Everyone in the crowd pushed in closer to Riah until they were packed as tightly as sardines. Jason watched in fascination as Riah healed each individual in the group of their infirmities. It was like an invisible wave washing through them, followed by slight shivers and indrawn breaths. It took less than ten seconds for her to heal all of them. All of the people who had been wearing glasses were removing them in wonder. There were quite a few more tears from the onlookers as Riah’s overpowering emotional happiness overloaded their systems.
“Shall we move on to the next hospital?” Lendel inquired from where he had been standing protectively next to Riah.
It was not quite that easy. Everyone wanted to hug Riah as she moved toward the entrance of the building. One person Riah healed actually tried to offer her some money. She laughed delightedly and hugged the man while ignoring the money. By the time Jason got back to the Prius with Celdic and Li there was a steady stream of traffic moving toward the hospital. Apparently, a lot of phone calls had been made to relatives and friends. Jason wondered if the people arriving were people who were in need of medical help or if they were just coming to gawk at the alien.
“Where are we going next?” Celdic asked Jason as they moved slowly through the sluggish traffic.
“Utah Valley Medical Center, in Provo,” Jason replied absently. He could not help wondering how long it would be before the shadow government discovered them. He had assumed Riah would not come right out and tell them she was an alien until they were on television. Things might get ugly a lot sooner than Jason had thought.
“Do you really think they’ll react that quickly?” Celdic asked and Jason realized Celdic had been listening to his thoughts.
“Possibly,” Jason replied with a sigh. “There is a good chance we’ll have visitors after we get started in Provo.”
“We should be able to subdue any abduction attempts without too much trouble,” Celdic said confidently. “I’ll be able to sense them before they enter the building, so we’ll have some warning.”
“Could you actually just seal the building tight with your yar?” Jason asked suddenly. He was not sure if the power diminished in proportion to the distance in which he reached out.
“Yeah, I suppose I could,” Celdic said with his eyebrows raised thoughtfully. “That would keep them out of our hair until we finish healing everyone at least.”
It only took about a half an hour for them to reach the hospital in Provo. They parked next to a large box van with a satellite dish on top of it. Channel 5 News was written in bold letters on the side of the box van. Jason squinted at the van suspiciously. Could the news agency have been contacted already and guessed where they would go next?
“They are just here for an interview with one of the victims of a shooting that occurred at a school,” Celdic said, as he too studied the van. “I can hear the thoughts of the guy at the back of the van.”
Jason stared at the cameraman. Was it just providence that made their arrival coincide with a news agency’s presence at the hospital? That seemed to stretch coincidence like a piece of taffy in a taffy puller.
“Is Riah here yet?” Jason asked, surveying the area for a place big enough for a flying saucer a thousand feet in diameter to hide.
“Yes,” Celdic replied tersely. “She landed on the roof. Technically she didn’t land, because it actually hovers about six feet above the surface. She started healing people about five minutes ago.”
Jason could not stop a smile of anticipation as the three of them moved quickly toward the hospital. This could very well be the pivotal moment in human history when aliens made first contact with the public. Jason wondered how the government would try to cover this up.
When they entered the south end of the hospital, everything was still quiet. Obviously, news had not made it down to this level yet. Celdic once again led the way, since he could sense exactly where Riah was with his yar. Jason felt a stab of envy for the other human’s ability to use yar. After all of the supernatural hoaxes and psychic advertisements people broadcasted all over television and the internet, Jason had still held a sliver of hope that there was a seed of truth at the root of these claims. He had always hoped that even if humans were currently unable to use some kind of telekinetic power, perhaps another race could teach them how to develop the ability.
They entered an elevator with three other doctors. Jason’s ears perked up when he heard what they were discussing.
“It’s bad enough when they play these silly April fool’s jokes on April first,” one of the doctors said irritably. He had a bulbous nose and glasses that looked like they were from the sixties. “I’m going to have a long talk with whoever is responsible for this nonsense. We deserve more respect than this.”
The other doctors nodded their agreement, looking equally disgruntled. Jason smiled to himself. These pompous PhD’s were about to have the arrogance knocked out of them. When the elevator opened up on the top floor, the doctors gaped at the large crowd of people surrounding Riah. A stunned doctor near the center of the debacle saw the new arrivals and hurried over to them with a wild look in his eyes.
“This girl is healing all of our patients somehow,” the doctor said in an awestruck voice. “I watched her heal a woman’s leg that had been smashed so flat we were in the process of trying to amputate it. She just showed up and the leg filled out and all of the lesions and severed arteries melded back together like they were going in rewind! It’s absolutely miraculous!”
The three doctors regarded their colleague with varying degrees of skepticism, one of them shaking his in disgust. “Let’s get this troublemaker out of here,” the one who seemed to be in charge told the other two.
“Excuse me! Miss!” the doctor with the glasses called out over the clamor of the crowd of people. “Miss, I’m going to have to ask you to leave immediately!” He continued trying to get her attention as he pushed through the crowd with his fellow doctors. When they finally reached her, she looked up at them with a welcoming smile. All three doctors took a step back, inhaling sharply as her elliptical stare filled their minds with a sudden warmth so strong that their eyes teared up.
“Can I heal you?” she asked the doctor in the lead gently.
He seemed to be trying to recover, but the constant bombardment of unremitting love that she projected at them seemed to overwhelm their natural arrogance. After a moment of indecision, he finally nodded mutely. Riah beckoned him to bend down so that his face was closer to her. She reached up and delicately took off his thick glasses. He blinked rapidly several times in confusion. Then he blinked several more times disbelievingly as his eyes focused on his surroundings, unaided by his spectacles. Riah handed his glasses back to him and winked at him.
“All of you who would like to be healed, can you please gather around closely?” Riah said to the large crowd of people watching her. Everyone immediately pushed forward until they were all packed tightly together. Jason wondered if she really needed them close together or if she was just trying to give anyone who did not want to be healed a chance to back out of the crowd. Jason recognized the effects of the invisible wave of healing that went through the crowd, just as she had done at the hospital in Nephi. The results were very similar, with gasps filling the room. Jason watched as the tears began running down more than half of the faces and wondered if it was always going to be this emotional. The three doctors who had come to escort her out of the building were openly weeping, apparently overwhelmed by whatever illnesses she had healed them from.
The crowd began dispersing as Riah moved further down the hospital. Jason had a feeling they were going to tell everyone they knew that someone was healing people and to bring all of their family with them to be healed before this angel disappeared. By the time they swept through the second floor of the building, the news crew had learned what was happening. They watched Riah heal several people, but Jason could see the doubt in the news teams’ eyes as they looked for the trick in this charade. Then Riah asked if she could heal them. Jason almost laughed out loud at the expressions of outright disbelief on their faces. As soon as they gave their assent, she did her magic and the news crew soon stood wide-eyed and stunned as they tried to work out how any of this was possible. The woman Jason thought he recognized as one of the field anchors was surreptitiously feeling one of her breasts. After a moment, she let out a gasp and her eyes looked like they were going to pop out of her head.
“How is this possible?” she whispered in shocked amazement.
“We are not from your world,” Riah told the woman with a steady gaze that was somehow serious and reassuring at the same time. “On my world, we all have the ability to keep illnesses out of our bodies and to heal our bodies when they become damaged. We are able to heal you humans in the same manner as we heal ourselves.”
“You’re an alien?” the cameraman asked in astonishment.
“Yes,” Riah said simply. Her lack of elaboration seemed to have a more profound effect on them than if she had tried to explain how minute the differences were between the two species.
“Why are you here?” the cameraman asked curiously.
“Is that thing on?” the woman demanded before anyone could say anything else. The cameraman blinked and then shook himself.
“Uh, now it is,” he said sheepishly as he pushed down on one of the buttons.
“Okay, why are you here?” the woman asked the same question.
Riah took a deep breath. “Our main reason for coming to your world was to warn you that your nuclear weapons are wreaking havoc on our world, which exists on this planet but in different, of what you would call, dimensions. We are here to try to help you change your ways so you can live in harmony with each other, instead of constant violence through warfare and crime. On our world, nobody dies before they are supposed to. It is appalling for us to watch hundreds of millions of you humans losing your lives before you finish your journey.”
“How did you get to our dimension?” the woman asked curiously.
“We have vessels you call flying saucers that can travel through the existential waveforms that separate the worlds from each other.” Riah sighed a small sigh. “We have been sending drone vessels to watch your race for almost a century now. We used to disable your nuclear missiles so they wouldn’t work, but your military just kept making more of them. We have actually averted a nuclear war on your planet three times by having our drones intercept nuclear missiles that your military launched at other countries.”
“We’ve got company,” Celdic said quietly to the small group. “I think it is these black ops commandos you were telling us about. I have the place sealed up so they cannot get in.”
“Let them in,” Jason said suddenly as an idea occurred to him. “Let’s try and get them attacking you on live TV. Nothing would confirm the truthfulness of your story like a handful of commandos trying to silence you in front of the whole world.”
“One of the first things they will probably do is cut the power off,” Jason told Celdic quietly while Riah continued answering questions for the news crew. “Can you create some kind of light so everything is still visible?”
Celdic nodded his head, glad he had made Terrance show him how they created the ambient light on the flying vessels and the tree dwellings. He looked around the room with his eyes as his yar continued to study the approaching commandos from below. Lendel seemed to have taken it upon himself to be Riah’s personal bodyguard when they were around other humans, positioning himself slightly behind her. Chale stood next to him studying the camera equipment with interest. She was absolutely fascinated by the way humans had developed such bizarre technology as a result of their lack of yar. The complex flow of electrons travelling through microscopic metal particles grafted onto a silicon wafer were surprisingly complex. Celdic had to be careful when he probed places with his yar because it affected the flow of electrons if he focused too hard.
“Try to protect the TV camera, too,” Jason whispered after a moment. “They’ll probably try to destroy it as soon as they see it.”
“So your people don’t eat meat at all?” the newswoman was asking Riah.
“No, we only eat the fruit from plants that we grow,” Riah said steadily. Celdic knew how sick the idea of eating meat made the small Zeran. “Most of the species on our world are herbivores as well. There are only a few remote places where carnivorous species live.”
“I guess the question most people will want to know,” the newswoman said with a typical slant toward the theatrical, “is what you will do if humans refuse to change their ways?”
Riah sighed sadly. “If we are unable to help you transition your civilization into a peaceful society, we will relocate humans to other worlds where the elements are not dense enough to create nuclear weapons.”
The newswoman was silent for a moment as what Riah said sank in. Her eyes widened slightly. “You would relocate us? All six billion of us?”
“Actually, that is still being debated,” Riah said slowly. “Some of us want to just move the humans who are causing the problem, while leaving the rest of you here and helping you change your ways. There are those who want to move all of you. They believe that even if we move those of you who are causing the problem now, more of you will do it again later. This is actually the second time we have come to your world to put a stop to your nuclear technology, so many of my people think you cannot change your violent nature.”
“When was the other time you came to our world?” the woman asked faintly. She looked slightly sick as the enormity of her current situation began dawning on her.
“During what you call the Roman era,” Riah replied. “My father was actually the person sent to stop you from creating more nuclear weapons back then. He succeeded in removing the nuclear technology from the Roman government, but he failed at bringing a lasting change to the human race. He stayed for three years and tried to teach humans the way of peace, but eventually his body was killed and our people barely found him in time to heal his body and bring his spirit back to our realm.”
Celdic felt the power flowing through the building disappear as someone cut the main supply. The hall was only dark for a few seconds before Celdic lit it up again with the ambient light that left no shadows. The news crew looked around curiously at the sudden change in lighting.
“Are you responsible for this strange light?” the newswoman asked curiously.
“Celdic is doing that,” Riah replied with a gesture at Celdic. Everyone in the hall turned to look at Celdic in astonishment when they realized Riah was not the only alien there. They immediately looked closely at his eyes, obviously thinking they would be elliptical like Riah’s eyes were.
“What is the strange light for?” the cameraman asked nervously.
“Some Special Forces soldiers have cut the power to the building,” Celdic told them calmly. “They are supposed to capture us and take us to one of their underwater bases in the Arctic.” Celdic had been studying the thoughts of the commandos who were moving up the stairwells to their level. They had an impressive lack of creative thought in their minds, almost as if they were drones. Celdic could tell they were good at what they did; abducting troublesome humans and taking them to conditioning centers where they were reprogrammed through some very sadistic psychological exercises. They were about to figure out just how different humans from Celdic’s world were.
The camera crew looked around nervously after hearing that a Special Forces team was on the brink of attacking them. One of the doors at the stairwell opened and everyone jumped. They relaxed slightly when it closed again and nobody appeared. Celdic could feel the half dozen invisible commandos move toward them stealthily. They wore suits covered in nano-sensors that caused microscopic particles to camouflage them seamlessly with their surroundings. Celdic could feel the small flow of electrons that pulsed through microscopic nodes throughout the surface of the suit. With a small smile, Celdic shorted their suits out. They continued moving forward quietly for several seconds before the gasps from everyone in the small cluster of people alerted them to the fact they were now visible.
The invisibility suit they wore looked like a glittery disco suit when it was not functioning. The commandos all had helmets with visors on their heads. They reminded Celdic of the characters in the Halo game Jason had shown them. Once they realized everyone could see them, they immediately sprang into action, pulling out a tube of some kind and pointing it toward the group. Celdic felt a burst of radio waves emitted from the tube and deflected it up into the ceiling with his yar. He could tell the frequency of the radio waves was almost the same frequency as the neural highways that fed electricity from the human brain to the rest of the body. It had been a powerful enough surge that it would have paralyzed anyone in the blast radius.
The tube had not made any noise when he pulled the trigger, but the group of people around Riah still flinched. When he saw that it had not affected anyone, he pulled the trigger several more times. His comrades also pulled frantically at their triggers to no avail. They finally tossed the tubes aside and moved toward the group, spreading out. Another dozen commandos were arriving from the stairwell. Celdic could almost sense their shock when they saw their comrades in plain sight. Celdic shorted out their suits as well and then burned out the electronic silicon wafers inside the tubes they carried. Celdic could feel radio waves transmitting from the helmets, with small cameras and communication microphones inside. The helmets seemed to be completely soundproof. Celdic could hear them speaking with his yar, but his ears did not hear anything.
“The Stunners aren’t working,” the commando closest to Celdic was saying. “Get everyone else up here, we’re going to take them down the old way.”
Celdic shorted out their helmet’s communication equipment as well. Whoever was watching everything that transpired through those helmet cams would miss the rest of the show. The commando rushed Celdic and jabbed his hand toward the side of Celdic’s neck. Celdic knew the suit would keep them from being able to harm him, but he wanted to have a little fun. He easily deflected the quick jab and thrust the palm of his hand up into the man’s solar plexus. He had not counted on the extra strength the suit added. There was a crunching sound as several ribs broke and the man sailed back through the air ten feet. He crashed into his comrades who had just arrived, taking several of them down with him from the force of his impact. Celdic spun and kicked a second commando in the chest who had started to rush him from the side when his attention had been diverted. When Celdic heard the second crunching noise, he winced and promised himself that he would remember to stop hitting them so hard. The man flew back into the wall fifteen feet away and then bounced off it and crumpled to the ground. Chale had already taken two others down and Li was just starting on another one. The last of the commandos from the first group nervously advancing on Lendel. Before Lendel could join the fray, Riah held up a hand.
“Stop!” Riah commanded them in her gentle, yet firm, tone. All of the commandos who had not been immobilized by Celdic and his friends found themselves frozen in place as Riah’s yar saturated the area like a physical gel. “There is no point in hurting these men; they are just following orders. It’s time for us to leave.”
Riah walked over to the men who Celdic, Chale, and Li had disabled and healed them, tsking under her breath at the senseless violence. Celdic felt a small worm of guilt for beating on the commandos. He could just as easily have frozen them in place the way that Riah had, but a little hand-to-hand combat had just seemed like too much fun to pass up. Celdic could feel the eyes of the other commandos following Riah as she moved to each of their fallen comrades and healed them. The helmet had flown off one of them from the force of Celdic’s kick. He jerked away from her when he saw her kneeling down in front of him after she healed him. She just smiled reassuringly at him and moved on to the next unconscious man. Celdic could feel her pouring out that overpowering feeling of love on the wounded commandos. Perhaps she would have some converts from the other side when they left here. The first man she healed was staring at her back with puzzled incomprehension in his eyes. From what Celdic could see of these men’s memories, love was not something they were in any way familiar with. Where did this shadow government get its soldiers anyway?
When Riah had finished healing the rest of the injured men, she turned to the small crowd of people who were watching her in awe. Celdic could see the cameraman still had his camera following her. A steady stream of radio waves were transmitting from the camera to the news van.
“I think you all may want to come with us and let us drop you off a couple of blocks away,” Riah told her small audience. “When we leave, these men will detain anyone who was here and wipe their memories.”
“Drop us off?” the newswoman asked uncertainly. “How are we going to get out of the front of the building?”
“We parked on the roof,” Riah said with a smile. “We won’t need to go through the front.”
The newswoman blinked and mouthed, ‘the roof?’ The cameraman turned his head to her without letting the camera lose focus on Riah and whispered, “I think she’s talking about their spaceship.”
Riah began emitting a calm, reassuring sense of comfort to the group. Celdic could feel them relax as her strange, emotional power began to override their fear and panic. The commandos watched from their frozen state as she led the small group down the hallway to the stairwell and up to the entrance of the roof.
Everyone in the group began looking all over the roof for their flying vessel. Riah led them a few yards from the roof entrance and then the ramp lit up in the middle of the air and a hole appeared in the air above the ramp of light. Riah’s continued presence was enough to overcome the nervousness of anyone in the group. They walked up the ramp into the vessel with eyes as large as teacups. Celdic glanced at Jason, who was watching the whole thing with a wry smile.
“I’ll come back with you to get your car after we drop off our guests,” Celdic said as the two of them climbed the ramp.
Jason’s eyes lit up as he stared at the vessel. “No worries,” he said absently. Celdic remembered he had not actually been in the flying vessel yet.
Their guests wandered around the pilot’s bridge of the vessel talking to each other excitedly. Chale offered to give them a small tour of the vessel and Celdic smiled. She must be trying to empty the pilot’s bridge so Lendel could have a little breathing room in the tight quarters. His childhood friend looked decidedly cramped with the press of bodies all around him.
Celdic felt Riah adjust the ship’s yar and suddenly the floor and ceiling were transparent. The walls and all of the living furniture were still perfectly visible, but Celdic could see streets and houses pass by below them as they slowly moved toward a stadium with a large, grass field. Celdic felt Riah finally release her hold on the commandos who were in the hospital. He wondered what kind of trouble the shadow government was going to cause next. He had a feeling they would respond with a lot more firepower when they realized their normal abduction weapons did not work against these aliens.
When Riah landed the vessel above the large, grass field inside the stadium, several of the humans asked if they could stay and visit her home world. She smiled and hugged them and told them perhaps later, when they finished their mission here on Earth. Celdic could feel some kind of groundskeeper staring in shock as a small group of people began descending the ramp of light out of a hole in the air. Celdic smiled. He was going to get a lot more shock in the coming weeks.
The news crew was among the last to leave. The woman who had performed the interview approached Riah with a smile and Celdic realized it was actually a genuine smile. Riah had obviously had a strong effect on her. “I wonder if I might schedule a follow-up interview with you sometime in the near future.”
“If the circumstances permit it, I would love to,” Riah said, returning her smile warmly and causing the woman to blink rapidly as her eyes threatened to tear up from the emotional overload.
“Thank you and good luck!” the newswoman said as she and her cameraman exited the vessel.
“Do your emotions affect these humans more strongly than they do us?” Celdic asked Riah curiously.
“Not more strongly,” Riah said, directing her feelings of love and acceptance at Celdic. “These people just aren’t accustomed to feeling love and acceptance in more than small degrees, so it is affecting them a lot more than the four of you from Tenral where emotions of hate, greed and envy do not crowd out love.”
Celdic nodded slowly, feeling her warm affection wrap around him like a blanket on a cold night. Perhaps emotions were like any other container and could only hold so much. If you chose to fill your emotional container with one emotion, then it would leave that much less room for any other emotion. Maybe that was why Riah was so full of love: she made no room for other emotions.
Jason joined them at the front of the vessel where Riah was just starting to bring the vessel up into the air again. “I just tried calling my wife on my iPhone, but all cell services are unavailable,” he told them, looking worried. “I tried connecting to one of the Wi-Fi hotspots broadcasting in the area and all of the internet pages are showing “Page Cannot Be Displayed” messages. I think the shadow government may have shut down communication of any kind.”
“They can’t just turn the internet off,” Rod interjected doubtfully. “It’s too widespread and decentralized.”
“Not the backbone routers,” Jason disagreed, “AT&T, Cisco, Nortel and a few other giant corporations own all of the backbone routers. If those routers shut down, the only internet that survives will be from geeks who know how to host their own routers and DNS servers and, even then, it could only be on a citywide basis or smaller. The general public won’t have any kind of internet.”
“Why would they shut this stuff off?” Li asked in confusion. “That’s not going to affect us.”
“Because they need time to make up a story about what just happened,” Jason said. “They need to fabricate some kind of story that will explain how we ended up on every TV channel in every nation and how some of you displayed some obviously super-human powers. There were probably already a couple thousand uploads of the whole episode on YouTube before they pulled the plug.”
“What’s YouTube?” Chale asked curiously.
“Let me show you a neat trick that Jason and I discovered,” Celdic told his sister. “Watch my yar.”
Celdic reached into Jason’s brain again and located the speech center where his thoughts were transposed into verbal language. “These humans don’t seem to have any kind of shielding on their thoughts. You can hear exactly what they are thinking if you focus your yar right here. Listening to what they are thinking while they talk helps you understand their terminology. You can see what they are referring to in their thoughts when they mention something like YouTube.”
“Oh my!” Chale exclaimed as she probed Jason’s mind. “This is amazing!”
“Isn’t that a little intrusive?” Lendel asked pointedly. “I know I wouldn’t want someone listening to my thoughts.”
“I don’t mind at all,” Jason assured them before they could ask him. “I have often thought the best way to get rid of the corruption in our world would be to make all humans telepathic. Then our politicians couldn’t get away with all of the lies they tell in order to get elected and people would stop trying to take advantage of each other since they would know immediately if someone were lying.”
The room was suddenly silent as Celdic and his companions stared at Celdic thoughtfully. “You know, that’s not a bad idea at all,” Celdic said musingly.
“But could it be done?” Lendel wondered, glancing at Riah.
“Yes,” Riah admitted with a glance at their Earth humans. “It actually doesn’t even require them to have yar. We would just have to increase the power behind the frequency generated by their brains so their thoughts were constantly broadcasting much further than their own heads. It would require making a few adjustments to their brain structure, but it could definitely be done.”
“What do you think?” Celdic asked Jason with a half smile. “Should we have Riah change people’s brains to broadcast their thoughts when she heals them?”
“Absolutely!” Jason said eagerly. “It will probably be awkward for everyone at first, but they’ll get used to it and it really would fix a lot of the misunderstandings that happen in our world every day.”
“It’s going to be a slow process if only people who come into contact with Riah start broadcasting their thoughts,” Lendel noted.
“That’s true,” Chale agreed thoughtfully. “I wonder if there is a way to do it on a wider scale.”
“My father will be able to find a way,” Riah said confidently. “I’ll see if he can start researching the idea with some of the other Zerans. In the mean time, I guess that we can just add the extra broadcast range to everyone that we heal.”
“Not it,” Rod spoke up as the Celdic and his companions looked at the Earth humans.
“I’m game,” Jason grinned eagerly. “I never thought this would be possible in my lifetime.”
“Let’s go back to the recovery room and see if we can make it work,” Riah said with a bright, encouraging smile. “I know nothing I do will actually harm you, so you won’t need to worry about having your brain turned into a sponge.”
“It is so weird having people be able to listen to my thoughts,” Jason laughed, following Riah through the door that led out of the pilot’s deck, “though I wasn’t really being serious when I thought of the sponge part.”
“Only half-serious,” Riah agreed with an amused smile. “Lendel, would you mind flying for a little while?”
Lendel grinned. “I guess so, since you’re twisting my arm.”
Celdic followed Jason and Riah, curious to see how Riah would go about modifying the Earth human’s brain. The more he watched the things Riah could do, the more he realized just how little he actually knew about using yar. Yar was like a finely tuned instrument that Riah used to play symphonies, while Celdic just strummed on the strings making senseless noise most of the time.
“Just lie down on this bed and relax,” Riah told Jason soothingly, her emotions overriding his own feelings of unease.
Jason lay down on the bed, which was in actuality a living plant, and let out a contented sigh as he sank into it. “Now that’s comfort.”
“The first thing I will do is turn off all of your nerve sensors so you cannot feel anything,” Riah informed him as she began pushing her yar into his head and into his brain stem at the top of his spinal cord. Celdic felt her yar create some kind of filter that blocked certain frequencies the neurons passed electricity through in his nervous system.
“You should feel numb now,” Riah continued in the same soothing tone. “Now I am stimulating cell growth in your brain to act as amplifiers for your thought signals. Each of the new cells is receiving additional code on their copy of your DNA so if you have children they will also have this addition to the brain that amplifies your thoughts.”
Jason smiled wryly. “No children. I never could bring myself to like them.”
“We’ll see,” Riah smiled mysteriously.
Celdic was having trouble understanding how she was forcing the cells to replicate at a quicker rate. He could sense a small frequency forming inside each of the thousands of cells she split, but why would that frequency cause the cells to split sooner?
“The cells each resonate with an existential frequency attuned to this world’s resonance,” Riah began explaining to Jason, but Celdic had a feeling she was telling him. Could she hear his thoughts too? “I am simulating a much higher existential frequency which causes the cells to age much quicker and in turn reproduce quicker. The higher you travel in dimensions, the faster time moves. There are actually creatures in this world that exist in multiple dimensions. Ants, for instance, move so quickly and live such short lives because the cells that control aging and growth are attuned to a much higher existential frequency. The shell that makes up their exoskeleton is synchronized with this world’s frequency, so they are visible to us even though a large part of their being is in another dimension.”
“Can you hear what I am thinking?” Celdic asked Riah bluntly. He would rather know for sure rather than wonder and trip over his thoughts needlessly if she could not hear what he was thinking.
“Yes,” Riah said slightly self-deprecatingly. “I knew that it would make you uncomfortable, so I did not mention it.”
Celdic grunted, trying to remember if he had thought anything really offensive since she had joined their party. “How can you hear my thoughts? When I tried to listen to Chale and Lendel’s thoughts, they were shielded by some kind of pattern that made what they were thinking indecipherable.”
“It’s what we call an algorithm,” Riah said as she continued growing new cells in Jason’s brain. “It is a protective trait humans on our world inherited to protect us from beings who once existed who could control our minds. If you can unravel the algorithm, then you can decode the analog thought process. It takes quite a bit of practice, but the more you do it the quicker you become at being able to translate a person’s thoughts instantaneously.”
Celdic grunted, disappointed. He had hoped there was a quicker and easier way to learn it so he could use it on Lendel and Chale.
“The closer you are to a person, the easier it becomes to decode their algorithm,” Riah told him as she listened to his thoughts. “You get accustomed to using your yar to feel how their algorithm transfers speech through their brain while they speak out loud. Your sister and friends would be the perfect people to practice on.”
Celdic nodded with a small smile. It could certainly make arguing with Lendel a lot more fun if he could steal the punch lines and insults Lendel thought before he could speak them. Riah smiled wryly at Celdic’s main interest in being able to read minds. It looked strange to see such a wide range of adult expressions on a face that looked so young. Unbidden and against his efforts to stop it, his thoughts moved back to when they were in the tree dwelling and she had visited the squid creature and he wondered what exactly the relationship between the two was. Celdic’s face turned bright red when the thought leaked out and Riah laughed peals and peals of delighted laughter. When she subsided, she regarded him with a fond expression, as if he were a younger brother that did not really understand what his parents meant when they said they were making babies.
“It’s sort of a mother daughter relationship,” Riah explained to him, her lips still quivering at the corners. “I rescued her from a world on one of the lower existential waveforms that was particularly susceptible to the nuclear explosions from this world. She was quite young when I found her and her mother had perished from radiation poisoning. She thinks of me as her mother for all intents and purposes.”
“Oh,” Celdic said in embarrassment, still blushing from his silly thoughts. He would have to learn how to control his thoughts better if he did not want to make a fool out of himself continually.
“That should do it,” Riah told Jason with a satisfied smile. “Let’s go see if your sister and her husband can hear your thoughts.”
Celdic could feel the frequency that generated the thoughts in Jason’s mind was much stronger than before. “Will it always take that long to modify someone’s mind?” Celdic asked her as the three of them made their way out to the pilot deck.
“No, I was being very careful because it was still experimental,” Riah answered. “I won’t actually need to lay people down or shut off all of their nerve senses and I can speed the cell duplication process by increasing the existential frequency. It will probably take about twenty seconds once I get a little practice.”
“Whoa,” Rod said as Jason entered the room with an impish grin on his face. “That’s not nice at all.”
“So it works,” Penelope said as she listened to Jason’s broadcasting thoughts. “That is so weird! It’s like I am hearing another voice inside my head.”
“Very strange,” Rod agreed. “And I’ll have you know that I am not a putrescent pile of rotting fish guts anymore. Riah fixed that, remember?”
“I remember telling her that no amount of healing could take away the ugly from your face,” Jason said out loud, dryly.
“When you talk out loud, it’s like hearing an echo,” Penelope observed.
“An echo, echo, echo, an echo, echo, echo,” Jason repeated in echoing tones.
“Stop that!” Penelope said shrilly. “That’s too freaking weird!”
Jason laughed and turned to look at Lendel. “Is anything crazy going on with the rest of the world down there?”
“Lots and lots of military jets flying around,” Lendel said tersely. “I had to dodge out of the way of one that flew right at us. Invisibility seems to have a few drawbacks.”
“Can you get TV up here somehow?” Rod asked Riah curiously. “I’m curious to see if they’ve brought everything back up and what they are saying on the news if they did.”
For an answer, an image appeared hovering in the air in front of the windows at the front of the vessel. It looked like Channel Five News, with several anchors wearing their serious expressions that indicated something horrific had occurred. Celdic was becoming more and more impressed with Riah’s yar abilities. She was listening to the radio waves traveling through the air with her yar, decoding them in her own head and then projecting the image in the air.
“There are still no leads on the attackers who hijacked one of the broadcasting stations earlier this morning. The FBI believes the terrorists responsible for attacking the news station were also behind the cyber attack that happened shortly afterwards, causing the entire World Wide Web to crash. The Cyber Security task force for the FBI has locked down any sites that may pose further threats to the internet’s infrastructure. Teenagers will be disappointed to discover their social networking sites like MySpace and Facebook will be kept off line until they are deemed safe. Google, Inc. has already filed a lawsuit for the closure of their YouTube video network, claiming there is no credible evidence to suggest YouTube had been used as a tool by cyber terrorists to shut down the World Wide Web. Meanwhile, several pictures were taken of some of the terrorists who escaped the Channel 2 News building after SWAT ended a two-hour standoff in one of the studios. FBI agents believe the terrorists escaped through the ventilation system in the building. Here are pictures of the four terrorists who escaped. Viewers are asked to call the 1-800 number on the screen below or dial 911 and report any sightings immediately. The terrorists have taken a young girl as hostage.”
The screen showed a picture of Riah, followed by a scene with a crying woman. “I don’t know how anyone could harm a child. If they can see this, please, please don’t hurt my baby! She is the kindest, gentlest child in the world.”
More sobbing from the mother before the image moved back to the news anchor in the studio. “I just don’t understand how any human being could think of a child as leverage,” the anchor said to one of her co-anchors in the phony sympathetic voices that news anchors learn to use well.
“Absolutely terrible,” the man to her right agreed shaking his head. “The FBI has found that the terrorists have links to al-Qaeda and have not ruled out bin Laden himself may have masterminded the attack. Once again, here are the pictures of the terrorists who escaped and the girl they are holding hostage. If you see any of these people, please call 911 immediately.”
“I’ll bet you never knew you had an Earth mom,” Rod said to Riah slyly. She looked stunned as she let the image fade.
“These Earth humans really play dirty, don’t they?” Chale noted in a slightly disgusted tone.
“I guarantee there is a very large group of people out there who don’t believe any of this tripe,” Jason said firmly. “There are going to be pirate radio stations and web networks springing up all over this country if they continue to filter the internet. Too many people saw what really happened to fall for this kind of story.”
“So what do we do now?” Li asked with a kind of helplessness.
“I say that we just continue what we started,” Lendel said with a deep breath. “Let’s keep going to hospitals and healing everyone that needs healing, as well as turn up the thought transmitters in their brains.”
Riah landed the vessel above the roof of the Huntsman Cancer Center in Salt Lake City. Lendel and Chale were going to stay back to keep an eye out for any shadow government surprises. Celdic walked down the ramp of light next to Li. Jason, Rod, Penelope and Riah followed closely behind. Celdic moved quickly towards where his yar told him the doorway to the roof was.
“What is the purpose of this metal bolt holding the door shut?” Celdic asked curiously.
“That’s to lock it, so people cannot get in,” Rod explained, and laughed at Celdic’s uncomprehending expression. “Nobody trusts anybody else on our world, so everyone locks all of their doors to keep other people from raping, pillaging or plundering their homes.”
“Nice description,” Jason noted dryly at the same time that Penelope elbowed him in the ribs.
Rod winced and rubbed his sore ribs with a hurt expression. “You’re wasting Riah’s effort of healing me, damaging me so soon afterwards.”
“I have no intention of letting her heal you again,” Penelope said archly. “You need the bruises to remind you to think before you speak the next time you open your mouth.”
“Why is everyone picking on me?” Rod complained to no one in particular.
“Because you’re being an idiot,” Penelope said bluntly. “Stop being an idiot and we’ll treat you like a normal person.”
Rod grumbled as Celdic unlocked the door with his yar. Celdic smiled to himself as he felt the small tumblers that reacted to pressure, lined up in such a way that only an object cut to the exact shape would be able to press. A device like this could only work on a world where people did not have yar. Opening locks with yar was child’s play.
The small group walked down a short stairwell that led down to a maintenance shop on the top floor. Celdic could feel a lot of very sick people filling the building. Many of them seemed only moments away from death. He felt Riah quicken her pace as she saw how little time they had as well. She led them towards the person Celdic could feel was closest to dying. They did not run into anyone in the hallway one their way to the room, but the room itself was filled with almost a dozen people. They looked up as the newcomers entered the room, some of their faces lighting with recognition.
“Somebody call 911!” one of the men shouted, reaching for his cell phone.
Celdic was pretty sure Riah would not want anyone disturbing them until they had a chance to finish healing everyone in this building. He reached out with his yar and wrapped the building in a layer of yar that the weak microwaves from these cell phones could not penetrate. He saw a nurse pick up a phone at the desk as well and start dialing. Celdic followed the line from the phone back to the main phone switch with his yar. There were two cabinets with power switches on the back of each one. Celdic moved the switches to the off position and the phone that the nurse was using went dead.
Riah continued moving toward the bed the people were gathered around. They tried to grab her, but their hands were repelled from her by the invisible force of her yar. The person in the bed looked about eight-years-old and was completely bald. His cheeks were sunken and his eyes were blackened. Celdic saw a tear form in Riah’s eye as she surveyed the unconscious form. Celdic knew she did not have to touch people to heal them, but she reached out and placed her hand on the desiccated boy’s forehead anyway. The healing process seemed a lot more intense for this boy than it had for other people Celdic had witnessed Riah heal. Her yar made the initial wrap around his spinal column, followed by small tendrils of yar shooting throughout his system. The cancer had spread from the boy’s lungs to his bone marrow and he was barely breathing. Riah’s yar began simulating a resonance that caused the cancer cells to begin vibrating wildly. Celdic thought she was just going to destroy the cells but as they began to break apart, her yar intercepted them. She forced the mutated cells to revert into healthy cells. The boy began breathing quicker as his system became stronger. The family around him surged forward to try to stop Riah, obviously thinking his sudden heavy breathing was a bad sign. They encountered the same repulsive force they had when they tried to stop her before. She ignored them, continuing to morph all of the boy’s remaining cancer cells back into healthy cells. After a few minutes of continued work, the boy’s cheeks began filling out again and his blackened eyes faded back to their normal state. His head began sprouting hair that grew two inches long in a few seconds. As his breathing calmed down to a normal healthy state, his eyes fluttered open and he looked around in confusion.
“Where am I?” he asked Riah dazedly.
“You’re all better from your sickness,” Riah told him, roughing his new crop of hair gently. “Your family is here with you.”
Riah released the force field that was holding the family back and the mother stumbled forward with a low cry and bent over the hospital bed, embracing her son tightly. Riah was already moving towards the door, aware that quite a few more people were barely hanging on to life. The sobbing mother lifted her face before Riah left, staring at her in wonder. “Thank you.” she whispered as she clung to her son, who looked increasingly uncomfortable from all of the emotion in the room.
Riah just smiled back at her serenely as she continued moving down to the next person. Celdic lost count of how many people they healed that day. The first five, who had been so close to dying, had taken the longest to heal, but the rest of the cancer patients still took longer to heal than the non-cancer patients Riah healed earlier. Everyone that she healed was left with an extra growth on their brain that transmitted their thoughts to anyone nearby.
They encountered a lot of terrified looks when people recognized them as the terrorists who were on the news, but there were also several people who had actually seen the news clip of them healing people at the Provo hospital before the broadcast had been shut down. They acquired somewhat of a following as they moved from room to room, healing cancer patients. The people who had seen the news clip that had broadcast before the government interrupted it began explaining who they were to the rest of the people at the cancer institute. The girl who was supposedly a hostage was in actuality an alien. The other people did not find this very hard to believe when they saw her elliptical eyes and watched her miraculously heal everyone in the building. After Riah finished healing all of the cancer patients, she asked the large group of people following her for permission to heal them. Celdic watched as some of the people seemed to shed several decades of age when she healed them and all of them were gaping in wonder at how much younger they felt.
Riah seemed to never tire of the raw emotion that bombarded them constantly but Celdic could feel it wearing on his system. It was gratifying to see the grateful looks on people’s faces when they or their loved ones were healed, but the constant crying and sobbed thank you’s were beginning to take their toll. When they finally returned to the vessel, Celdic sank down into one of the pilot seats next to Lendel.
“I’m watching the ship at the next hospital,” Celdic informed him dully. “You can go watch everyone blubber.”
“That’s not very nice,” Li admonished Celdic, stroking his back soothingly. “They had every right to blubber.”
“I think men have a harder time being exposed to that kind of emotion for prolonged periods,” Celdic told her wearily. “I don’t know how Riah does it. Suit or no suit, I would have come back for a nap halfway through that last ordeal if I had been the one healing them.”
“She does have thirty some odd years of experience on you,” Li reminded him defensively.
Celdic smiled and rubbed Li’s hand lovingly. At least he had one person he knew would always be on his side. “Where are we going next?”
“A place called Houston, in a place called Texas,” Jason said as he studied his iPhone. “The M.D. Anderson Cancer Center.”
“Aren’t there closer ones?” Penelope interjected, trying to grab his iPhone.
Jason pulled it away from her reach. “Closer doesn’t mean anything in a flying saucer. Lendel, how long would it take us to travel two thousand miles?”
“A few seconds,” Lendel replied with a calculating look. “The vessel tries to plot out a course by focusing its yar far enough ahead that it can dodge any birds or other flying objects that get in the way.”
They all heard the sound of a helicopter approaching the top of the building and looked over to the view window. There were actually several black helicopters moving their way.
“Time to go, I think,” Lendel said, linking his yar with the vessel and lifting off. They moved away from the top of the building just before one of the helicopters would have run into their invisible ship. “It looks like these guys are running a little behind.”
“We sealed off all of the communication to the building this time,” Celdic told Lendel with a grim smile. “They were definitely trying to call them here sooner, though.”
“Turn back around!” Riah exclaimed suddenly, seizing control of the ship from Lendel and zooming back to the roof. The six helicopters had landed and commandos with automatic weapons were jumping out. “They’re planning on killing everyone inside so word doesn’t get out that they were healed and then blaming the massacre on us,” Riah said in a sick voice. She landed above the helicopters and the ramp of light appeared. “You three stay here!” Riah told the Earth humans as they tried to follow Celdic and the rest of the small group from Tenral.
Celdic studied the soldiers as he ran down the light ramp. They were not human. At least, not completely. Their limbs were a mix of muscle tissue intertwined with titanium alloy. There were small hydraulic levers embedded at each of their body’s joints, obviously meant to increase their strength. Celdic cast about his English vocabulary for a name for these soldiers. Cyborg. That was it. A mix between man and machine. Celdic studied the brain inside the soldier closest to him. It was dead. There was no consciousness present. Instead, there was a series of electron fields inside his head Celdic could sense were linked to electrons somewhere distant, possibly another planet.
“They aren’t alive, Lendel, so don’t bother playing nicely,” Celdic told his friend with a grin.
“I wasn’t planning on it,” Lendel grinned back wolfishly.
Several of the soldiers opened fire on them as they charged the group of cyborgs. The guns they had were not shooting ordinary bullets. Celdic could feel a special casing surround each shell filled with supercharged plasma. Whatever the bullets hit would melt instantly. Celdic could feel large holes appearing in the ceiling and air conditioning systems on the roof as the supercharged bullets flew past them. The ones that hit him sizzled out with a burst of steam shooting up into the air, leaving only a small husk behind on the ground.
The cyborg’s remote controllers realized their bullets were not having any effect. One of them shot some kind of metal pineapple at them. It exploded with a deafening bang, launching Celdic up into the air. He came down on top of them and began tearing pieces of the mock humans apart. Arms, necks, ribs, heads, they all flew off in a whirlwind as Celdic tore into them viscously.
Celdic realized several of the cyborgs had entered the building and were stepping out into a hallway populated with nurses, doctors and recently healed patients. Celdic hurriedly threw a barrier of yar in front of them as they raised their weapons and began firing on the unsuspecting civilians. It only took them a few seconds before they realized their bullets were not going more than a few feet, but that was all the time Celdic needed to get down to them. When they saw him coming, the one nearest the barrier pulled a small metal pin out of his chin. Celdic had a sudden premonition and wrapped the entire group of cyborgs in a tight cocoon of impenetrable yar. A second later, the cocoon turned into a small sun, blinding Celdic for a moment. He could tell from the strength of the blast against his Yar the explosion would have destroyed an entire city block. When he released his yar from the cocoon shape, a pile of powdery dust fell to the floor, all that was left of the cyborgs.
When Celdic returned to the ship with his companions, Riah was sitting in one of the pilot chairs crying silently. Jason, Rod and Penelope were making ineffectual attempts to find out what was wrong. Celdic could tell the three of them were about as experienced at comforting people in distress as he was. Li was much better. She went and knelt by Riah’s chair and wrapped her arms around her small frame. She did not say anything; she just sat with Riah and stroked her long hair soothingly. After a few minutes, Riah sniffed and wiped at her eyes, raising her head to look around the room.
“I’m so sorry to break down like this,” Riah said with an apologetic smile. “My father tried to warn me how bad it was and I thought I would be able to face it without flinching. But when I see someone so callous they would murder everyone in a hospital just to shut them up, it breaks my heart. I cannot believe any sentient being could be so terrible.”
“It definitely makes one wonder just how sentient we humans really are,” Rod agreed. “Our species’ adherence to the survival of the fittest law and kill or be killed mentality is indicative of just how close to being animals we really are.”
“Worse than animals,” Penelope added. “Animals aren’t creative enough to turn their need for dominance into a sadistic nightmare. We’re too stupid to move past the law of the jungle, but we’re intelligent enough to create horrific methods of maintaining that law. The human race should just be exterminated.”
Everyone except Jason and Rod stared at her in shock at such a terrible suggestion. Jason shook his head. “Maybe not exterminated, but at least sterilize all of them so they just disappear peacefully into the night. As peacefully as humans are capable, anyway.”
“Aren’t you guys supposed to be defending your race?” Chale asked pointedly.
“I’m what you might call an expatriate,” Jason said with a grin. “I have no desire to defend a species that is completely rotten to the core, even if I am one of them.”
“What about all of the humans like you, who want to be civilized?” Chale pressed. “Don’t you want to give them a chance?”
“That’s the problem with a bad plant,” Jason replied with a lopsided grin. “It may produce the occasional good fruit, but it’s unusual. It would only take a couple generations, sometimes only one, before the people revert to barbarians. They cannot help it, it’s in their blood. If there were a way of making them produce intelligent offspring, who understood what civilization really meant, it would be different. As it is, it’s rare to have a selfless human who wants to share themself, rather than take from everyone else. In a world like this, those few individuals are sucked clean to the bone by all of the takers. It’s almost like something went haywire in our evolution so we became mechanically intelligent but remained psychologically impaired.”
“There may be more truth to that than you know,” Riah said thoughtfully. “It’s possible that your race was actually engineered to be like this on purpose by another species looking for grunt workers and a military force. If that is the case, then we need to do something to fix it.”
“How do you find out if we were tampered with?” Rod asked curiously.
“We’ll need to take you back to our world for some testing,” Riah said slowly. “I think we may need to bring back more students from Tenral as well.”
Celdic and the rest of the group from Tenral stared at her in surprise. “What for?” Celdic asked.
“I think if we want this to work, we are going to have to move against the ones causing all of the trouble first,” Riah said, taking a deep breath. “I think we will need to start relocating the shadow government before the rest of this planet will even have a chance to make a choice.”
“Now that’s more like it,” Lendel said, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “Where do we hit them first?”
“Communications,” Riah said immediately. “They are using devices that manipulate entangled electrons in order to communicate over large distances. We will just need to jam their signal.”
“Won’t they just switch to a different frequency?” Jason asked doubtfully.
“That’s not how this technology works,” Riah explained. “In fact, they don’t even know how it actually works. They just know how to arrange them so they do work.”
“How do we jam their signal?” Celdic asked curiously.
“With an electron pulse repeater,” Riah said, smiling at their blank stares. “It’s a device my father created. It causes paired electrons to break their bonds.”
“Do they have any of the older kinds of communication equipment?” Jason asked. “You know, radio wave transmitters, old school stuff.”
“Not very many,” Riah replied. “They think of this new communication technology as nearly infallible, so they’ve replaced just about all of the older radio wave technology.”
“Can’t they just re-entangle the electrons again?” Jason asked.
“It has to be done in a lab where the communication devices are created,” Riah told him. “One side of the pair is kept in a central server, where it can relay all of the transmissions the way a phone system does. The other side is in the transmitter. In order to re-entangle them, they have to physically take the transmitter back to a lab and have a new set of entangled electrons melded to them.”
“Oh,” Jason said blinking. “I guess that makes sense.”
“Do you have one of these electron pulse repeaters on this vessel?” Lendel asked hopefully.
“No, we’ll need to get it from Shalilayo,” Riah said with a smile at Lendel’s enthusiasm.
“Do we want to take any other humans with us to your world?” Jason asked.
“What do you mean?” Chale asked him with a puzzled look. “Why would we need more than you three?”
“Oh never mind,” Jason said with a sheepish laugh, but his thoughts made it obvious what he was thinking.
“You want to take some of the UFO nut jobs with us?” Rod demanded in shock. “Why would you want to bring any of them?”
“Like I said, never mind,” Jason said, still looking sheepish. “I was just thinking that it would be useful to have an ex-special forces soldier join the team. After all, he hates the government far more than we do.”
“He’s a lunatic though,” Rod protested. “He tried to talk you into helping him blow up all of the oil pipe lines in the desert. That’s not exactly the kind of help we want.”
“Who is this person?” Chale asked curiously.
“Jason met him on a UFO forum a couple of years ago,” Rod said in disgust.
“He was from a military family,” Jason told Chale and Riah. “His dad, granddad and so on have always been in the military and they expected him to follow their footsteps. He did not like killing, though. He was convinced it was wrong. After tour of the first gulf war, he started having some serious mental problems. He went back to Iraq for two tours and then he just snapped. He’s currently AWOL and will get in quite a bit of trouble if the military finds him.”
“I just don’t understand why you are so insistent on bringing him,” Rod said in exasperation. “It’s not like any of that will be a problem for him for very much longer.”
Jason was quiet, but they could hear his thoughts. He had told Michael that if he ever made contact with some other entity he would find him. Michael had also promised to do the same for him. The two of them had both been repulsed by the stupidity in all of the UFO forums and UFO community in general. Jason had kept his contact info on one of the forums he had hosted several years ago.
“That’s very sweet,” Riah said before Rod could fit any more insults in. “That is the kind of compassion a large part of your race is missing.” She looked at Jason with a raised eyebrow. “Can you still get to the website for your old forum while the bulk of the internet is down?”
“Let me see if I can get to my server,” Jason said, pulling out his iPhone. “I have it hosting down at Lake Powell, but it trunks out in Salt Lake City, so I should be able to get to it without going through any of the backbone routers.” Jason played with his iPhone for another minute. “Okay, it’s downloading onto my phone. I have the complete member list of everyone in the forum. Let me just find Michael’s address info…”
“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Rod groaned. “Why add some fanatical nut job who’s probably smoking mushroom potions in hopes of contacting aliens? Why not just grab one of those doubting scientists? That would be a lot more fun.”
“Mushroom potions?” Jason asked, raising both eyebrows since he could not raise just one. “As opposed to the stuff that you smoke? Quit being such a baby.”
“I’m not being anti-social!” Rod protested, obviously listening to Jason’s thoughts.
“Well, why don’t you go ahead and get your head fixed so we can see exactly what your real problem is?” Jason suggested daringly. “Or are you afraid of what the rest of us might hear in your dirty little thoughts?”
That shut Rod up. He muttered under his breath, but not loud enough for any of them to hear.
“Okay,” Jason said, pulling up his iPhone again. “According to Google Earth, we need to go to North Edwards in California.”
“North Edwards, next to Edward’s Air Force Base?” Rod asked in disbelief. “Are you sure Riah didn’t do some damage to the rest of your brain while she was in there?”
“It’s not like the military can see us,” Jason said in a placating tone. “Besides, it’s the last place they would expect to look for us.”
“I’m flying this time,” Celdic told Lendel firmly.
Lendel sighed regretfully. “All right, I guess you should get a turn.”
Celdic reached out with his yar and linked up with the vessel’s yar. His eyesight immediately became three-dimensional. They had just been coasting above the Great Salt Lake while they waited to see where they were going. Celdic studied Jason’s cell phone for a moment and then reached out with the vessel’s yar to feel the pathway ahead. Celdic overshot the small town by a couple hundred miles. He moved the vessel slower as they backtracked until they arrived at the small, desert town. The houses all seemed to be middle-class homes, with a small stretch of trailer parks on the south side of town. Google Maps led them to a home near the edge of town that could be summed up in one word: mediocre. Everything from the size of the home to the medium-sized yard with a small, faded S10 Chevy pickup parked on the curb indicated there was nothing noteworthy about this residence. Celdic landed the vessel in a field a few blocks down the street and lowered the light ramp for Jason to exit. When Jason began walking down the ramp of light, Riah joined him. Celdic grunted and followed along. He had not been too worried about Jason going alone, but he was not going to let Riah go anywhere without one of the youths from Tenral guarding her.
“I thought it might make it easier for him to believe if he sees the girl who’s been all over the news,” Riah answered Jason’s unspoken question of why she had decided to come along. “If he saw the first broadcast, he’ll already know I’m an alien.”
When the three of them arrived at the door, Celdic felt Jason suddenly wondering if the guy would even be home. After all, he could be at work, school or out with friends. Jason’s thoughts settled down when they heard movement inside the house after he knocked.
The man who opened the door was easily as tall as Lendel. He looked fit enough, for someone who must have been in his mid-forties. He had distinguished-looking stripes of gray on the sides of his hair and a clean-shaven face. The rest of his hair was dark brown, matching his dark eyes and tan skin. He glanced at them for a second in puzzlement, obviously trying to remember where he had seen their faces.
“Michael McCormick?” Jason asked hesitantly, searching the guy’s face uncertainly.
“That’s me,” The man said in a deep voice. “What can I do for you?”
“Oh good,” Jason said with a relieved sigh. “I had not pictured you looking like this in real life. I have only talked to you on forums and you never uploaded any personal photos with your profile.”
“What’s all this about?” the man asked in polite puzzlement. “You aren’t stalking me or something, are you?”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Jason said dryly, laughing with the stranger. “I actually had an opportunity to travel to a new world and I decided to try and take at least one of the people that I used to discuss the whole UFO phenomenon with. As I recall, you were the one who was dying to get abducted.”
“Well, not abducted,” Michael corrected him awkwardly. “Just visited really.”
“Well, this is your chance,” Jason told him with a grin. “This is Riah, a Zeran from another dimension. You may have seen her face in the news.”
“Oh yes, that’s where I’ve seen you before,” Michael recalled, his eyes lighting up. “Except I thought that you were being held hostage by terrorists.” He looked at Celdic and raised one eyebrow. “You were one of the terrorists, weren’t you? I don’t suppose you brought your old buddy bin Laden with you by chance?”
“He sends his regards,” Celdic said dryly.
“Anyway,” Jason said with a glance back at the desert where the vessel hovered invisibly. “There is the offer, take it or leave it. We will be down in the desert a couple of blocks away if you decide to come. We’ll be leaving in about ten minutes, unless the military shows up.”
“No, that’s all right,” Michael assured them with a dazed smile. “I’m ready to go now.”
Celdic smiled to himself in amusement as he felt Michael’s thoughts move from extreme doubt to sudden, painful hope. He thought this might be the real thing, but he could not really believe it. When they walked down to the desert, Michael looked around squinting, his mind filling with suspicion of some kind of hoax when he saw nothing out of the ordinary. Celdic opened the front door of the vessel and turned on the ramp of light and Michael jumped about a foot into the air.
“Are you ready to go to another world now?” Jason asked the newest member of their group with an eager grin.
“Definitely,” Michael said, his face breaking out into a big smile as he realized that everything was real.
The Earth humans accompanying them back to Shalilayo fascinated Chale. They appeared to be very different from the other humans on Earth, almost a different species. She could tell they were more intelligent than the majority of other humans she had observed on Earth. People with lower intelligence had a hazy, non-distinct aura, while people that are more intelligent had acutely defined auras that stood out like a beacon. Why were these humans so different from other humans on their world? They were obviously able to grasp the basic concepts of how a civilization should operate, while the other humans were incapable of understanding what should have been self-evident rules of civilized behavior. Was there another sub-species of humans within the main population that evolved ahead of the rest of their kind? Where had they come from? Chale had a feeling these enlightened humans would play an important role in the changes taking place.
The Earth humans were all staring wide-eyed at the large blue ball of their world growing smaller as they moved further into space. Riah made the floor and walls transparent again so the Earth humans had a good view of the cosmos. There were thousands of the shadow government’s ships in the upper atmosphere, some of them passing right next to the invisible vessel. The triangular ships were unaware they were within a few hundred yards of the aliens their leaders wanted to get their hands on so badly.
“I never would have guessed there were so many,” Michael said in awe. “What are they doing with all of those ships?”
“Most of them are freight ships,” Riah replied. “They have two fighter ships for escorts when they travel.”
“What are they carrying?” Michael asked.
“Copper, iron, water, gold, and just about everything else that can be found on Earth,” Riah said with a disapproving note in her voice. “They have been building outposts and bases on all of the moons and habitable planets for the last couple decades. Only a small part of manufactured merchandise makes it to the humans on Earth. The general population has no idea how much material they produce versus how much is used. That is why the shadow government refers to Earth as ‘the factory’.”
“Can the fighter ships harm your vessel?” Michael asked as he studied one of the freight ship’s escorts. They were only a hundredth the size of the freighters they protected. They looked like black triangles with three glowing white circles on the bottom side. The freight ships looked like large square boxes with a circular object attached at the corners. It almost looked like four flying saucers lifting a box up at each corner.
“No, not with their current technology,” Riah reassured him. “They rely heavily on directed energy pulse cannons and lasers. The only thing that affects this vessel is a nuclear blast, because it affects all of the existential wavelengths. My father is currently working on a new vessel that will be immune to their nuclear weapons.”
“Directed energy pulse?” Jason questioned with a frown. “I thought those took huge amounts of power to charge.”
“What is a directed whatever you just said?” Rod interrupted.
“I told you about them before,” Jason told Rod pointedly. “Are you going to listen this time?”
“If you make it more interesting than the last time, maybe,” Rod replied dryly.
“In its most basic form, it is just a microwave gun,” Jason said. “They take a bunch of electrical energy and send it through a transmitter that converts it to microwaves and then shoot it out of a directional antenna. The military claims they are just barely experimenting with them in the field, but if they are even admitting to having them then they have probably been around for several decades. They must have made something very small that can produce a lot of power if those little fighter ships are equipped with them.”
“Your public world’s understanding of how electricity works has been purposely misled by the shadow government,” Riah said as they studied the small ship passing by. “The electrical model used by your electrical engineers constantly kills the electricity as soon as the flow begins. Electrons travel in waves constantly, and do not need to be continually pushed by magnetic stimulus to keep up the flow. Quite a few electrical engineers have lost their lives after discovering this fact. Free energy would change the way your world functions drastically. Your society’s constant need to consume was created by the shadow government in order to supply the manpower to run the factory of Earth. Your manufacturers don’t need to create new models of computers and cars every year. They purposefully make them with a short life so you have to continue tearing your world apart for new material to make new equipment. If your people realized they could live comfortably with one millionth of the current production, you would start questioning where all of the materials were disappearing.”
Chale shook her head in amazement. It seemed like a lot of wasted effort for the shadow government to keep the public ignorant. Why couldn’t they power the factories on Earth if the public was informed of their true technological progress? People obviously piloted their ships and did the other labor necessary to support the shadow government’s daily needs. Something was missing, Chale was sure of it. She needed more information on this ‘shadow government’.
“Why don’t they just inform the public?” Chale asked Riah curiously. “It doesn’t make sense that they would keep everyone on the planet ignorant just so they could fly around to other planets and make new bases. They could do the same thing if they informed the public, since they control everything.”
Riah took a deep breath, glancing at Jason and his companions from Earth with a deep sadness in her violet eyes. “They are kept on Earth in ignorance because they are equivalent to cattle in the shadow governments mind. They believe they are from a much higher evolutionary strain than the other humans, and that normal humans are no better than animals. They would no more inform the public of their true role than a cattle rancher would tell his cows they are all food for humans. Your population supplies them with unlimited test subjects to experiment on. Most of the abductions are never reported, even though they are responsible for tens of thousands of missing people around your planet every year. My father has been trying to locate their main prison base, but the shadow government has been able to keep the location secret. They have abducted many different races of beings from other star systems who made the mistake of stopping at Earth. They torture them to gain as much of their technology as they can, which is the reason we have not been able to locate their prisons. The captive aliens showed them how to make devices that can hide their resonance and how to shield aliens who can use yar.”
“How do they capture aliens from other star systems?” Rod asked curiously. “Don’t the aliens have way better technology than we do?”
“Peaceful technology, yes,” Riah replied sadly. “Most of them do not have weapons, and have never met an aggressive species before. It is actually rare that evolution creates so many carnivores on a planet. Most planets are populated with herbivores who never learn violence the way humans have. That is why it is so easy for your military to abduct a visiting alien race. Many of the visiting races have never seen violence and make no attempt at stealth when approaching your planet.”
Lendel weaved the vessel through the congested atmosphere with ease while Riah explained the process of how to make the jump back to their dimension.
“So what happens if he gets it wrong?” Celdic asked Riah nervously. “Are we going to turn inside-out or something?”
Riah smiled at his attempt at humor, though Chale could tell Riah still did not understand her human companion’s sense of humor. “No harm will come to us if he misses our world,” Riah told him reassuringly. “We might end up on a different existential wave form, but we can just travel back to the correct one if he misses our world.”
“Your confidence in me is very comforting,” Lendel said dryly.
Riah looked chagrined. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to suggest you would not be able to do it right the first time.”
“I was talking to Celdic when I said that,” Lendel said, looking embarrassed. “However, you should not feel guilty if you do say something like that to me. I don’t take offense very easily.”
“That’s because you are busy giving offense,” Celdic said, wrinkling his nose.
Chale laughed, causing Lendel to glower at her. He looked like he wanted to reply with a nasty insult, but he held his tongue after glancing at Riah. Chale could tell he was unsure of what might alarm their delicate Zeran companion. After almost a week with the humans, Riah still flinched when someone snapped too harshly. Chale thought the small Zeran would have acclimated to their abrasive behavior by now. Apparently, she still took everything they said literally. Chale thought about having a talk with her and explaining some of the finer points of human humor. Michael looked at Riah appraisingly, obviously noticing how sensitive she was to their banter.
“This is far enough,” Riah told Lendel. They had left the busy congestion of the shadow government’s ships and were moving quickly past the moon.
“But we were a lot further than this when we left Shalilayo,” Lendel protested. “Won’t we risk coming out inside of a mountain?”
“That’s because Earth is on a lower wave length than Shalilayo,” Riah explained. “When you travel from higher to lower, you will always come out closer. It’s just the opposite for going from lower to higher.”
“Oh,” Lendel said, bringing the vessel to a halt. “I guess that makes sense.”
“I’ll be linked to the vessel as well, so if you have any problems I will be able to help you,” Riah informed him. “The rest of you will probably want to link up as well, so you can see how it is done again.”
Chale linked with the vessel, noticing the look of longing on the Earth humans’ faces. Chale hoped Terrance found a way to help the Earth humans use yar.
Chale felt Lendel activate the fluid in the vessel’s outer walls. It began traveling so fast the walls began to glow. Lendel forced his consciousness to connect to the vessel and match the wavelength of their home world. Chale was impressed Lendel remembered their world’s wavelength. Everything around her blurred, like a thick fog. She felt as if a wind full of dirt was traveling through her body. It was over within seconds.
Jason looked around, blinking. “That’s kind of fun. Does it always feel like that?”
Riah nodded. “It is the same sensation regardless of which direction you go on the wave spectrum. There will be a bright green streak of light where we left Earth because of the radiated heat the vessel emits when changing wavelengths.”
“I’m sure our military will be all over that,” Jason said wryly. “I wonder if they’ll fire another nuke.”
“Terrance increased the number of drones monitoring the sky to prevent any more satellite based missiles from detonating in the atmosphere. There are several species living in the upper atmosphere humans don’t know about who are affected by the radiation from the nuclear weapons.”
“How do they survive at that height where the oxygen is so thin?” Michael asked curiously.
“They are not carbon base life forms,” Riah said, smiling at their incredulous looks. “Carbon base species only accounts for a very small percentage of life in the multi-verse.”
“Multi-verse?” Michael repeated questioningly. “Is that how you refer to all of the different dimensions and universes in existence?”
“Well, that’s how the English language would refer to it,” Riah said slowly. “That is the closest word I could find in your language. The language on my planet is more suited to describe the true state of existence, because we have developed words to describe the forces involved to a higher degree.
The world of Shalilayo grew quickly as Lendel sped towards it at a terrific speed. They entered the atmosphere and descended towards the lush green forest on the Zeran continent. When looking at the Zeran continent from above, it looked like a large, solid green mass. Chale watched the Earth humans gape in wonder as the vessel sank down past the towering trees that made up the forest. Terrance was waiting with Morindessa at the edge of the landing platform. The vessel stopped descending when it was about five feet from the ground. A portion of wall disappeared and the ramp of light materialized in front of it. Chale smiled as Riah rushed down before anyone else could and embraced her parents. They had only been gone for a couple of days. What was the big deal?
Chale waited for Lendel to leave the pilot chair before walking down the ramp. He had a very satisfied look on his face. Chale knew him well enough to guess he was feeling proud of his aviation skills. She would have to let some of his air out later.
“It’s nice to finally meet you in person,” Terrance was saying to the Earth humans. “I wanted to thank you again for helping my daughter and her friends. I know what a risk it was for you.”
“I’ve waited all my life for a chance to visit with some aliens,” Rod replied with a grin. “I should be thanking you.”
Terrance laughed good-naturedly. “This is Morindessa.”
Penelope studied Morindessa for several seconds before turning to see if her husband was ogling the beautiful woman. He was. Chale shook her head, wondering how men could be so dense. One of the first rules in a relationship was to never get caught checking someone out.
“Are you two married to each other?” Penelope asked with a raised eyebrow. Rod finally broke his gaze away when he heard his wife’s cool tone.
Terrance shook his head with a small smile. “Marriage is an Earth tradition. When we find the person our spirit is linked to, we live together just like your married couples do on Earth. The actual ceremony on Earth stems from your religious history and is unnecessary here. We do not need to make vows or contracts to legitimize our relationships because we already fulfill all of the vows that exist in your religions naturally.”
“So you believe in soul mates?” Michael asked in surprise.
Terrance smiled as if he found something amusing. “Yes, you could put it like that I suppose. To be more exact, the consciousness to which we all belong uses sentient life as tentacles in order to feed off new experiences. As with everything in existence, each protruberance of sentient life into this realm is only half of a greater whole. Almost any positive will work with another negative, but there is only one of each that make the perfect union. On worlds like Earth, most people will never meet their true opposite. They will spend each journey through this realm with the wrong half of themselves. That is another reason humans on Earth have trouble finding true happiness; they wander through life feeling like a large piece of themselves is missing. It is almost pure chance when a true link is made on Earth. The biggest problem is humans on Earth do not know any of this. Rather than finding their other half they settle for something less with no idea that there really is an exact match for them, and that a large part of the experiences gained in the search for their other half is the purpose of their journey in this realm.”
“How do you know when you have found your other half?” Michael asked, his eyes alight with curiosity.
“That’s problem number two with the humans on Earth,” Terrance replied. “The ability to use yar is absolutely essential to identify your link. With yar, you would be able to feel my resonance and notice it is exactly opposite of Morindessa’s.”
“So if I wanted to know if someone was my link, I would just need to ask someone that could use yar?” Michael asked with a frown.
Morindessa watched Michael with a smile. “If you were in front of your link, you would not need yar to recognize it. It’s what you call ‘love at first sight’ on Earth.” She had a gleam of some kind of suppressed emotion in her lavender eyes as she stared at Michael.
“So why would I need yar if I could recognize my link without it?” Michael asked in puzzlement.
“You have to be within a few feet of your link to have spontaneous recognition,” Terrance replied. “Yar enables you to sense your link within a much greater distance. You can also sense relatives to your link, because their resonance will bear a resemblance.”
“So what happens if your link dies before you meet them?” Jason asked.
“Some live without a partner for the rest of their lives, while others will find another person who has lost their link.” Morindessa said with a deep sadness in her voice. “Dying before you are supposed to does not happen very often on our world.”
“Do you stay with the same person for the rest of your life?” Penelope asked curiously.
“In most cases, yes,” Terrance replied. “Occasionally a couple will drift apart and go find another partner.”
Chale noticed a tightness around Terrance’s eyes as he talked with them. “What’s wrong?” Chale asked bluntly, not wanting to go through any of the suspense she hated so badly.
Terrance’s smile faltered slightly as he looked back at her. “We’ve had a few complications arise. Let’s go to the viewing room so we can show you what I am talking about.”
Riah was looking at her father with horror in her eyes. She had obviously already heard his thoughts.
Chale wondered what could make Terrance look so worried. He had not looked this worried even after showing them the horrific scenes of the Earth humans murdering and torturing each other.
Michael and the other Earth humans were in a state of constant amazement as Terrance led them inside of the giant tree. They walked to the other end of the long corridor and entered the circular viewing room. There was only one seat left in the circle of living chairs after everyone sat down. Terrance instructed the Earth humans to put the helmets from the ceiling on and sat down across the circle from Lendel and her. Chale wondered why Terrance had designed the viewing room with helmets when everybody on their world could link with the drone’s memories through their yar. Had he known he would have people who could not use yar in this viewing room?
“Let me start with a little bit of background,” Terrance began, activating the senses linking them to the drone, enabling them to see, feel, hear, and experience everything the drone had recorded. “I mentioned earlier that we have made contact with several other races from other star systems. There is one species in particular who we have been helping relocate to our world, because their sun is dying. Their technology is quite a bit inferior to our own, but they are still capable of travelling through existential wavelengths, albeit imperfectly. In order to travel between stars, our vessels change to a much higher existential wavelength. Moving a vessel a few feet in a higher wavelength will move it several light years in our own wavelength. Unfortunately, our new neighbors have not perfected this mode of travel, and will often miss the correct wavelength when returning. In this case, one of their chief scientists was in one of their vessels when it malfunctioned and brought them into Earth’s existential wavelength. They were shot down and taken captive before our drones could find them. We were able to recover their vessel, but the shadow government has taken the scientist to one of their secret prisons.”
The viewing link showed the drone arriving at the crash site with hundreds of other drones. There were several helicopters hoisting the battered vessel into the air. Several of the drones surrounded the vessel, completely invisible to the soldiers in the helicopters, and linked their yar to the vessel. Before the helicopters had even started moving away from the site, the vessel vanished as the drones changed its existential wavelength to that of Shalilayo.
“So we’re going to rescue the scientist?” Lendel guessed with a raised eyebrow.
“We need to locate their prisons first,” Terrance replied with a grimace. “They have used stolen technology to keep the location of the prisons shielded from us. Our drones have been searching the planets and moons in their solar system for several years, but they have been unable to locate them. Some of the aliens they have captured are quite a bit more advanced than we are, so we don’t even know what they might be using to keep their prisons shielded.”
“Why is it so important to find this particular scientist so quickly if they have had more advanced aliens held captive for years?” Chale asked Terrance, trying not to sound callous.
“Because he has the ability to show them how to build an inter-dimensional vessel,” Terrance replied. “Most of their captives are just pilots and explorers. A lot of the technology the more advanced species use is so far out of the realm of human understanding the shadow government’s scientists simply cannot comprehend the concepts involved. However, their newest captive has all of the knowledge necessary to design and build an inter-dimensional vessel, and in terms the shadow government can understand. The last thing any of the other species in our realm want is Earth humans who can travel to other planets and dimensions. The shadow government is bent on conquest, just as every human nation on Earth has been throughout the history of their race. Keeping them on their own world is the most important thing we can do at this point.”
“So how do we find their prison?” Celdic asked curiously. Chale could tell from the look in Celdic’s eyes he had an idea.
“We are still working on a strategy for that,” Terrance said, looking troubled.
“Why not just send one of us in a mock crash landing and let them take us captive?” Celdic asked suggestively. “You could have the drones follow us back to their prison. For that matter, one of us could probably free everyone by ourselves in these suits, once we get inside of the prison.”
Terrance stared at Celdic for several seconds before taking a deep breath. “That was actually more or less what I was going to suggest.”
“Good,” Celdic said with a grin. “When do I leave?”
Everyone stared at Celdic blankly for a moment. Li was the first to recover. “You mean, when do we leave? You’re not going anywhere without me.”
“If anyone is going, it will be me,” Lendel said belligerently. “Let’s be realistic here. Whoever goes needs to be the best fighter, as well as the most intelligent thinker. That automatically rules Celdic out. Without a doubt, I stand at the top of that list.”
“I’ve told you I can speak for myself, Lendel,” Chale said dryly. “I don’t need a proxy agent to speak on my behalf. I just have one question. Can I change this suit’s color? I really don’t like white.”
Riah sat silently, watching them with a worried look in her eyes. Chale wondered what she was thinking. She knew the small Zeran well enough by now to guess she was probably more worried about the people in the shadow government her friends would harm. She was such a pacifist.
“Regardless of who goes, I will need to make some adjustments to all of your suits,” Terrance said. “I will be sealing them on you so only I can take them off. If any of you are compromised, the shadow government will want to torture you to get information. If they cannot get to you through your suit, they will probably torture others in front of you to try to get you to take off the suit. I do not intend to let any of you get tortured. And to change the color of your suit, you just have to consciously imagine it as the color you want it to be.”
Chale smiled and a moment later, her suit changed to a deep red and blue swatch with white and cream colored accents tracing the creases.
“Not bad,” Lendel said, eyeing her appreciatively. His own suit changed to an electric blue with green highlights, causing Chale to cringe from the clashing colors.
“I think I should be in charge of your suits appearance,” Chale told Lendel firmly.
“What’s wrong with it?” Lendel asked innocently, looking down at himself.
Chale shook her head resignedly. “Just don’t go anywhere in public until I get a chance to coach you on the finer points of color coordination.”
“She knows what she’s talking about Lendel,” Li agreed, looking at Lendel’s brightly clashing suit critically.
“What do you guys think?” Lendel asked the Earth humans who were regarding him with poorly controlled grins.
“I think you should listen to Chale,” Penelope suggested lightly.
“I don’t know,” Rod said with a coquettish smile. “I think he looks kind of cute.”
“Ok, I’ll change it then,” Lendel said quickly.
Terrance smiled at their light banter, but Chale could tell his heart was not in it. “We cannot afford to lose any time on Earth while we locate the prison, so the rest of the group will need to return to Earth and continue with the original plan. We sent some vessels to pick up Selindria and the Guardians from Tenral. Their main job will be to intercept any shadow government operatives and relocate them to their new world. Those of you who return to Earth will need to begin separating the humans that are willing to change from those who will continue to fight. We will not activate the electron pulse repeater until after the shadow government captures our decoy, so the Guardians main concern will be to keep the skies clear while you address the public.”
“I thought you had to be young to travel through existential wavelengths?” Celdic said with a frown. “How is Selindria going to travel to Earth? She’s over eight hundred years old.”
“It is not how old a person is that determines whether they can travel through wavelengths,” Terrance replied. “It is their current age in relation to how old their body will live. In Selindria’s case, she is the equivalent of a seventeen year old human girl. She will probably live to be close to five thousand years old, barring any accidents.”
Terrance’s pronouncement was met with silence as everyone in the room stared at him in astonishment. Why would she live to be five thousand years old? Even the Zerans only lived a thousand years.
“I want to get the Earth humans suited up and then get started with the rest of the plan,” Terrance said briskly. “Once everything is ready to go we can decide who will act as a decoy. Whoever we send, their body will need to remain on Shalilayo.”
“Can you run that last part past me again?” Chale asked in puzzlement. “How are they going to be a decoy if they stay on Shalilayo?”
“I’ll be putting their consciousness in a different body,” Terrance answered. “The body they take to Earth will be a temporary host for their consciousness. I just finished designing it, and have tested it several times successfully.”
“Do you mean you can make clones?” Michael asked incredulously.
“These are quite different from the clones the shadow government uses,” Terrance said distastefully. “I grew this body through a very complicated plant organism that replicates the human embryonic growth function. This body is incapable of hosting a new spirit, acting as vegetables until we use them. The clones on Earth are not properly created and lack the blocks to keep spirits from being planted into them from the spiritual realm.”
“Why is it a bad thing for new spirits to inhabit clones?” Michael asked curiously.
“Creating exact replicas of bodies creates a dissonance in the cosmic vibration of existence,” Terrance replied slowly. “When a spirit is planted into a body, it is meant to be unique from other bodies in order to allow it greater access to new experiences with which to feed the Source we are all derived from. The Source is a consciousness far beyond what any of us can comprehend. It notices when its food source is throttled and it takes action to remedy the problem. Such concentrated attention from the Source can create horrific cataclysms on reality. The Source is naturally a very unfocused entity, with its attention scattered through uncountable streams of consciousness. When it pulls its attention away from observing the input of the new experiences it receives and focuses in a concentrated form, our sense of what is real is amplified to extremes that will leave most people crazy. At the same time, the sudden lack of focus in other regions of existence will have the opposite effect, causing worlds to become hazy and people’s minds to become detached from their journey through life and fall into deep depressions.”
“So stopping the Earth humans from cloning is near the top of our to-do list,” Michael said unnecessarily.
“Indeed,” Terrance replied, standing up. “Though that problem should be solved by removing the shadow government from Earth.”
Terrance gestured to the Earth humans to follow him. “Let’s get you suited up so we don’t have any accidents.”
The Earth humans followed Terrance out of the room with eager grins on their faces. The suits the Zerans made were probably far ahead of any kind of technology the Earth humans had ever seen.
Celdic sat up suddenly, his eyes wide.
“What’s the matter?” Chale asked intently.
“Selindria’s here,” Celdic said, relaxing. “I can feel her resonance approaching from up above. I’m so used to everyone having a lighter yar than mine that it startled me at first.”
“She better not try to make me start that stupid lie test again,” Chale said with a scowl.
“Why do you think she came so soon?” Celdic asked his sister. “I thought she was going to come with the rest of the Guardians from Tenral in a few days.”
“If I had to make a guess, I would say she was very put out over our mission on Earth,” Chale said with a half smile. “I am guessing she would have insisted on going with us if she had known about us leaving before.”
“You’re probably right,” Lendel agreed. “She is very over-protective of her students.”
“Oh my…” Riah gasped in amazement. “Could he really be her link?”
“What are you talking about?” Chale asked with a frown.
Riah looked up and blinked. “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”
“Well the door is open now, so you might as well tell us,” Chale said with an encouraging grin.
Riah hesitated a moment, looking at Chale uncertainly. Chale wondered if Riah thought she would be angry with her if she did not tell her. “I just noticed Selindria’s resonance might be a match for Michael, the Earth human. I can’t tell for sure, because Michael doesn’t have a true resonance since he cannot use yar. If he isn’t her link, he must be closely related to whoever is.”
“Wow…” Lendel said into the silence. “That would be very interesting. I would never have thought a Zeran would have a human link.”
“Selindria is only half Zeran,” Chale reminded Lendel. “Terrance said her father was a Talon.”
“That’s true.” Lendel admitted with a thoughtful look. “I wonder what the odds are of her finding him, after all this time, and with him from another world.”
“Pretty bad odds, I would guess,” Celdic said.
“I guess we’ll know when they meet each other,” Chale said with a grin. “Terrance mentioned that humans can sense their link when they are very close, like true love. Just watch how they react when they see each other.”
Riah had a tear sliding down one of her cheeks, though she had a small smile on her face. “What’s the matter?” Chale asked her, not feeling too alarmed because Riah seemed to have emotional outbursts over the smallest things.
“I’m just happy,” Riah said with a wan smile. “I know Selindria’s mother well, and she has always felt horrible that her child did not have a link. She said Selindria used to spend years at a time exploring the planet in search of her link. I think she gave up hope of every finding her link after going to Tenral.”
“Won’t she live to be fifty times older than Michael?” Celdic asked doubtfully.
”It’s possible,” Riah admitted, wiping the tear away. “I think it will be more likely that something will happen when they link and change him.”
Chale glanced at Celdic to see if he was embarrassed at Riah’s casual comment about someone linking, but he looked lost in thought. Chale sighed. It was becoming more difficult to torment Celdic since he discovered yar. She was going to have to get more creative.
Chale finally felt Selindria’s resonance with her own yar. She entered the room and glided in, scanning everything in a single glance. “So where’s the party?”
Terrance was only paying half a mind to the Earth humans prancing around in their new suits. His other half was studying their brain, trying to see if his theories would work. He had worked out a few ways he could enable a human to use yar, but so far, he had not had an Earth human on which to test his theory. Terrance studied Michael so long that the Earth human finally asked him if something was wrong.
“I wonder if you would allow me to perform an experiment on you?” Terrance asked in a distant voice.
“What kind of experiment?” Michael asked without any sign of nervousness.
“I think I can fix your mind so you will be able to use yar, but I haven’t had a way to test it,” Terrance said. “I won’t be doing anything that could result in damage to your mind. At least, I don’t think so anyway.”
“Sure,” Michael agreed, his eyes filled with eagerness. “What do you want me to do?”
“Let’s have you lay down on the floor, in case you lose consciousness,” Terrance told him, creating a cushion of air for Michael to lie down on.
Michael sat down on the cushion of air and waited expectantly. Terrance felt impressed with how trusting Michael was. It was a very un-human-like trait. Terrance reached out with his yar and probed Michael’s brain. His mind had strands of code that were not natural, confirming Terrance’s suspicions that another race had tampered with Earth humans at some time in the past. The locations of the brain that normally formed a connection to the spiritual realm was shielded by a membrane filtering out senses not strictly based in the physical realm. There were hyper-reactive nodes in his brain governing how he interpreted the information his senses fed him. The nodes were obviously made to simplify the ability for other species to mask their appearance and make a human see aliens as one of them. Terrance shook his head as he continued discovering more engineered limitations in Michael’s mind. The Earth humans might not be completely responsible for their current state of destructive self-annihilation. If they had evolved normally, with the ability to use yar, they probably would have turned out much differently. Terrance began forming neural bonds to work Michael’s DNA back to what it should have been. Michael blinked as the heat from the neural bonds in his head began affecting some of the sensory functions in his body. Terrance formed a small shield around the neural bonds to keep their heat from disturbing the rest of Michael’s brain. Once he finished mapping the neural bonds to the correct design, he could let them loose in the stunted parts of Michaels mind. Neural bonds were one of Terrance’s early creations, using the stem cells that an embryo used to map out its growth pattern. Binding the active cells to higher existential wavelengths caused them to grow almost instantaneously.
Terrance smiled in satisfaction as he began feeling a growing sense of resonance in Michael. His resonance continued growing stronger as the neural bonds continued their patchwork. After almost five minutes of continued strength, Terrance began wondering if something was wrong. Michael was already as strong as Celdic, and he was still increasing in strength.
“This is so weird,” Michael said in a bemused voice. “I feel like I am on some kind of psychedelic drug.”
“What’s it like?” Rod asked eagerly.
“It’s like touching, smelling, and tasting, all rolled into a sense that can feel everything around down to the atomic particles,” Michael said in awe. “I cannot believe we have been missing out on something so wonderful. I would rather go without both of my hands than lose this sense.”
“I don’t want to alarm you,” Terrance began in a troubled voice, “but your resonance seems to just keep growing. It is twice the strength of Celdic’s own resonance right now, and it is still growing stronger.”
“Is that a bad thing?” Michael asked curiously.
“No, just unexpected,” Terrance replied vaguely. “I would have thought a dormant part of your mind that has been imprisoned for the better part of a million years would have been more atrophied. I expected you to barely have a noticeable resonance.”
“Maybe it’s a result of something the aliens who tampered with us did,” Jason suggested thoughtfully. “If they supercharged our evolution, it might be plausible that we should be a fairly advanced species right now.”
“Interesting idea,” Terrance noted with approval. “I think you might be as much as a hundred thousand years ahead of the humans on Shalilayo if the strength of your resonance was any indicator. It looks like Michael’s resonance has finally peaked. He must be at least three times stronger than Celdic.”
“And here I thought that we Earthlings were only a small step away from apes,” Jason said dryly. “I guess the equivalent of being spiritually blindfolded might be the reason for our primitive nature.”
Terrance felt Selindria’s resonance approaching the room at a fast pace. Terrance eye’s widened in surprise as he noticed Selindria’s resonance was the exact opposite of Michael’s. They were links. Terrance remembered well the day Selindria’s father, Lochnar, had told her she would be linked to a human. How he had known she was destined to link to a human was something Terrance had never figured out. Selindria had assumed that the human would be in Tenral, since that was the only place humans existed on Shalilayo. She had waited over a hundred years, expecting a child to be born who would become her link. Terrance shook his head in wonderment at the strangeness of life.
Selindria entered the room and slowed down as she neared Michael. She just stared at him, absorbing the sense of his yar while he stood staring right back at her. As the silence in the room stretched on, the other Earth humans began looking for an excuse to leave, obviously finding the situation awkward. Terrance was absolutely fascinated. It was always a privilege to see a couple find each other for the first time. When you met your link, no speech was necessary. Reveling in the warmth of your connection as the two opposing resonances form together perfectly to create a new resonance was far more fulfilling than something as mundane as speech.
Jason cleared his throat. “I was thinking that maybe we should go to another room to finish fixing our brains.”
Terrance reluctantly broke his gaze away from Selindria and Michael and waved the other humans to follow him. They could not understand what a beautiful thing a link was without yar.
Terrance led the humans back to the viewing room where the others were waiting. The grins on the human’s faces from Shalilayo made it obvious they could feel how special it was to meet your link for the first time. Terrance noticed Riah had tear stains on her cheeks. Her overwhelming emotional presence made it obvious the tears were of joy, and not sorrow. Terrance wondered if Riah was destined to find a human link as well.
“So it worked,” Chale noted, glancing at the other three Earth humans. “Why aren’t they fixed too?”
“They wanted to give Selindria and Michael some space,” Terrance replied with a half smile. “We can finish ‘fixing’ them here.”
The three humans wore matching expressions of hopeful anticipation. They obviously wanted to be changed as quickly as possible, but they were containing their impatience admirably.
“Everyone watch closely what I am about to do,” Terrance instructed the others. “You will need to know how to do this so you can do it for the rest of the humans on Earth when the time comes.”
The process was much quicker on the three remaining humans. Terrance let Riah modify Penelope’s brain after observing Terrance fix Jason and Rod. When they were all finished, the room was filled with the sense of overwhelmingly powerful resonances.
“Apparently you were right,” Terrance told Jason with a thoughtful frown. “I thought Michael might have just been an anomaly, but the rest of you are just as strong.”
“Why are they so strong?” Chale asked curiously.
“Jason suggested it might be a result of how far ahead in evolution they are, since their growth was sprinted by another race,” Terrance answered as he studied the two opposing resonances that belonged to Penelope and Rod. They were not exact links, but they were surprisingly close for Earth humans she had never been able to sense yar.
“Why do we have so much hair if we are more evolved?” Jason wondered out loud. “I would have thought less hair would be a sign of higher evolution.”
“Not necessarily,” Terrance disagreed. “The climate changes on your world are probably responsible for your extra hair. The seasons are constant on Shalilayo, so there is no need for our bodies to create extra insulation.”
“I can see what Michael meant about losing his hands before losing yar,” Rod said in an awed voice. “This is just too cool.”
“Too cool implies we shouldn’t have it,” Jason told Rod in mock seriousness. “Cool will work just fine for me.”
“Whatever,” Rod said absently as he studied his new sense. The Earth humans could reach almost thirty miles away with their yar. Terrance had met a few races from other star systems who had resonances of similar strength to the Earth humans, but he had yet to meet a race who was stronger.
“This must be why the idea of money means nothing to people with yar,” Jason observed. “A person could do the work of a thousand men with their yar. You would be able to produce everything necessary to sustain yourself without any outside help.”
“We’re still on a tight schedule,” Terrance said briskly. “Let’s get you all back to the vessel.”
“Who is going to be using the clone?” Jason asked curiously.
“Riah,” Terrance replied. He had planned on having her use it the whole time. He was not willing to take the risk of her falling into human hands.
Chale stopped in the middle of the pathway to the vessels as the large leopard trotted over to join her. She reached down and scratched its ears, much to the amazement of the Earth humans.
“Is it someone’s pet?” Jason asked hesitantly.
“No,” Chale replied in a harsher tone than she meant it to be. “We do not tamper with other specie’s evolution on our world. All of the other species are friendly to humans.”
“All of the animals on this world are friendly?” Jason asked in amazement.
“We don’t lump all of the non-humans into a group like what you call animals,” Chale said disapprovingly. “Each species is unique and is given the same respect we give any other species.”
Chale stood up and continued walking towards the vessel as the leopard disappeared back in the thick foliage.
“How is it that all of the ‘species’ on your world are tame?” Jason asked with a perplexed expression. “I always thought evolution was survival of the fittest, which inevitably produces carnivores.”
“It varies on different worlds, “ Lendel explained as he walked next to Chale. “Our world’s evolution tended towards the herbivore behavior. There were still some carnivores, but the Zerans created plants that could sustain them in place of meat about a thousand years ago.”
“Our world must seem brutally barbaric compared to yours,” Rod said ruefully. “Every creature on our world is food for another creature.”
“It was very shocking, learning about your world,” Chale admitted, keeping the horror out of her voice.
“That’s the understatement of the decade,” Celdic muttered from behind them where he walked with his arm linked with Li’s.
When they reached the vessel, Chale saw that it was even larger than the last one they flew. She scanned the vessel quickly with her yar, estimating enough room for at least fifty people.
“Is that Riah?” Celdic asked in astonishment, his mouth hanging open.
Chale turned to look at another path that led to their vessel. Terrance was walking at a brisk pace next to a middle-aged man who was a little taller than Celdic. Chale looked back at Celdic, wondering where he thought he saw Riah. Then it dawned on her as she felt a shadow of Riah’s resonance emanating from the man walking next to Terrance.
“She’s a man?” Jason exclaimed in a shocked tone. “Isn’t that a little awkward?”
Terrance and Riah laughed at Jason’s astonished reaction. “In a world where everyone can feel everything with their yar, do you really think a person wouldn’t be completely familiar with the opposite sex?” Terrance asked wryly. “We don’t put much stock in privacy on Shalilayo.”
Jason shook his head but did not pursue the conversation further.
“Riah will be taking the smaller vessel attached to the belly of this vessel,” Terrance informed them. “Once you make the change to Earth’s existential wavelength she will leave you and fake a crash landing in a park in a place called Phoenix Arizona. Selindria and Michael will be piloting a third vessel and will follow the shadow government when they capture Riah. After that happens, I am going to turn on the electron pulse repeater to shut down the shadow governments communications. I equipped several of the drones with EPR’s as fail-safes in case I miss any. After the shadow government is taken offline, you will be joined by several million drones to help police the human cities after you make the announcement.”
“What if we are attacked by the shadow government?” Jason asked nervously. “Won’t that mess your plans up a little?”
“The drones will take care of any threats from the shadow government,” Terrance assured him. “They will immediately transport any attackers they find to their new world.”
Riah smiled as she felt the Earth humans staring at her whenever she was not watching. They seemed unable to reconcile their mental image of her real body with the new host body that she was using. It was a little disorienting, looking at everything around her from an extra two feet of height. She felt a sense of awkwardness with her bulky, heavily muscled arms. The lack of any dead weight on her chest was a welcome change though. Her new physical strength was offset by her much diminished ability to use yar. She was only a hundredth of her former strength. She had taken for granted the everyday tasks she performed with yar so easily before moving into this new body. Moving objects more than a hundred pounds was the new limit of her influence on the physical realm.
Riah was leaning against a wall behind eight pilot chairs in the flying vessel. The humans from Shalilayo were already sitting comfortably in the living chairs. The Earth humans were still standing around in the main room studying everything in the radius of their yar’s influence.
Chale was watching the Earth humans study everything around them with amusement. “So are we going to teach the Earth humans how to fly this vessel, now that they can use yar?”
Riah smiled as she felt the excitement racing through the humans at the prospect of piloting a spaceship. “Of course. You never know when they might need the ability.”
“How hard is it to learn?” Jason asked a little nervously.
“It’s like the xbox game you showed us on Earth, except you use your mind to control it instead of your hands,” Chale said wryly. “I don’t think you will have much trouble figuring it out.”
“I remember fantasizing about piloting a flying saucer,” Jason said with a grin. “I had imagined what it would be like to fly around the planet in a vessel the military couldn’t catch.”
“That’s not the only thing you fantasized about, is it?” Rod asked Jason suggestively, waggling his eyebrows at him. “All those sheep farms you could visit at night…”
Rod broke off when Penelope punched him in the arm hard enough to knock him sideways several feet. “I told you to stop with the crude jokes,” she said acidly. “Nobody here is impressed by your sick sense of humor, so save it for someone else.”
“I definitely like these suits,” Rod said with a broad grin. “That punch would have given me a dead arm if I wasn’t wearing it.”
Penelope scowled up at him, and Riah could hear her thoughts trying to find a way to inflict some kind of punishment on him that the suit would not block. He stood grinning at her impudently until she turned her back on him and went over to one of the pilot seats to sit down. Riah felt her chest loosen slightly. The degree of tension that filled her whenever the humans began bickering had not diminished with time. She knew they were not serious most of the time, but it was like trying not to flinch from a sudden thunderclap for her to not tense up when they threw scalding insults at each other. How could they stand the constant ridicule with which they pummeled each other? Perhaps human psychology was different enough from Zeran’s to make them more callous to negative inflections.
“Selindria and Michael are leaving now,” Celdic told Riah, looking at her uncertainly. She knew he could feel the limits of her yar in this new body. Selindria’s vessel was beyond her reach.
“Who wants to pilot first?” Riah asked them with a smile as Chale, Lendel and Celdic piped up at the same time.
“You have both piloted it several times,” Chale told Celdic and Lendel firmly. “It’s my turn.”
Celdic and Lendel shared a look before sighing. “Ok, whatever you say,” Lendel replied resignedly.
“Just remember that,” Chale commanded with a piercing stare.
“Remember what?” Lendel asked in mock confusion.
Chale rolled her eyes, reached out with her yar, and linked with the vessel. A moment later, they were rising through the air swiftly. Riah could hear Rod’s mind begin forming the request to make the vessel transparent so they could see everything the way they had in the other vessel. She reached out with her weak yar and linked with the vessel, activating the clear coat that made the vessel transparent. Chale smiled at her as she felt her join the link with the vessel. Riah smiled back, feeling a sense of amusement at Chale’s thoughts, which were already adapted to Riah being male.
“Thanks,” Rod said in surprise after the vessel became transparent. “Did you hear me thinking that, or did you just decide to make it see-through for your own sake?”
“I heard your thoughts,” Riah replied hesitantly, hoping he would not be affronted at her invasion of his privacy. “Do you want me to avoid listening to your thoughts?”
“No, that’s all right,” Rod said with a shallow laugh. “Just don’t get too offended at the thoughts you might hear in there.”
“I don’t even want to know,” Jason said with a forced shudder.
Riah smiled back at Rod uncertainly, trying to discern whether he really minded her listening to his thoughts.
“Those expressions look so strange on a man’s face,” Jason observed from where he stood across from her by the pilot chairs.
“What do you mean?” Riah asked, slightly alarmed.
“It’s nothing too prominent,” Jason assured her. “Most men have a kind of masculine bravado they try to keep their expressions conformed with. Your expressions are completely open, giving them a slight feminine cast.”
“So women are more open than men,” Penelope said archly, turning her chair to regard them.
“Well, maybe not Earth women,” Jason backtracked on his omission. “Just innocent women from other worlds that haven’t learned how to be vengeful asps sneaking through the grass for their next victim to bite.”
“Was that supposed to be funny?” Penelope asked with a raised eyebrow as Rod stifled a laugh.
“I guess not,” Jason replied with a small smile.
The vessel reached the upper atmosphere of the planet and Chale slowed down. Selindria and Michael had already traveled the proper distance from the planet and jumped to Earth’s wavelength.
“I thought it might be a good time to teach the Earth humans how to fly now,” Chale explained to the others who were looking at her questioningly. “All you need to do is reach out with your yar towards the vessel’s resonance and it will do the rest.”
Riah smiled at Chale’s lecturing tone, as if she had been flying these vessels for years, instead of days.
The Earth humans linked with the vessel. Their sense of awe as all of their resonances meshed into one large resonance was very apparent. They stared at each other with wide eyes and wondering gazes.
“Controlling it is as easy as walking,” Chale continued after they bonded with the vessel. “All you have to do is think forward and it will go forward. The extra sensations that you feel will help you navigate through tight quarters. Penelope, you go ahead and try it.”
“Sexist,” Jason muttered under his breath, then blushed when Chale’s head whipped around to stare at him in surprise. “Sorry, it just slipped out. I didn’t really mean it.”
“Idiot,” Penelope said half-heartedly, her concentration occupied by the vessel as she directed it forward, away from the planet.
The three humans took turns flying the vessel until they reached the point where they could jump to Earth’s wavelength. Chale seemed to lose some of her confidence as she prepared to make the jump.
“Let me know if I am not doing this right,” Chale told Riah quietly.
Riah just smiled back at her reassuringly, confident she could manage the jump.
Chale took a deep breath and pushed her yar deep into the vessel’s core consciousness. A moment later the vessel began to hum as fluids raced through the outer walls at terrific speed. Riah felt the familiar blurring of reality, and then they were in Earth’s existential wavelength.
“Well done,” Riah complimented her with a grin. “I knew you could do it.”
Chale smiled a quick grin back, taking a deep breath. “Do we need to be worried about getting shot out of the sky again?”
“No,” Riah replied reassuringly. “Another Zeran found a way to mask the blur when we make the jump to another wavelength. Terrance modified this vessel as soon as he learned how it was done.”
“That’s useful,” Celdic noted.
“Well, I guess this is the part where I go crash my vessel,” Riah said, trying to appear nonchalant. Li was watching her with concern in her dark brown eyes.
“You don’t have to be the one who does this part,” Li told her gently. “One of us could do it just as easily.”
“No, that’s all right,” Riah replied with a nervous grin. “After all, I’m not even in my own body. It’s not like they can do anything to me.”
Riah took a deep breath and then began making her way through the hallways to the center of the vessel where the smaller vessel was docked.
“Take over for a minute,” Chale told Penelope, standing up and following Riah.
The other youths from Tenral followed her as well. Riah felt a warm glow of appreciation at her friend’s obvious concern for her welfare. It was odd how cold humans could be to each other, and still be capable of great acts of compassion.
The smaller vessel hovered a few feet above a bare floor in the center of the large middle room. The vessel was only made for a single pilot on short journeys. It was smaller than most human airplanes. Riah reached out with her yar and linked with the vessel, opening an entrance to the inside. Before she could board the small vessel, Li grabbed her arm and pulled her into a tight hug.
“You be careful,” Li told her seriously.
“Yeah, don’t go soft on them if they give you trouble,” Lendel said gently.
Riah smiled wanly at them, nodding as a tear slid down her cheek. She felt overwhelmed by the love in her friends’ eyes as they watched her fondly. It reinforced her desire to help the rest of the Earth humans heal their society. They needed to be able to experience this kind of love towards each other.
She hugged each of them in turn before walking into the small vessel and closing the opening. There was a single pilot seat in the center of the vessel, and nothing else. The vessels lack of controls would be very puzzling to the shadow government, with their inability to use yar. She waited for the others to leave the room before opening the floor of the larger vessel and exiting. She felt a thrill of excitement at what she was about to do. Purposely getting caught by a bunch of barbarians who would want to torture her for any knowledge she might have was something she would never have dreamed of doing.
She took another deep breath, then deactivated the invisibility shield hiding the small vessel from the shadow governments sensors. Pushing the vessel forward into the atmosphere, Riah saw several beams of light projected into her vessel, rebounding harmlessly as they encountered the vessel’s shield. The shadow government must have equipped their satellites with lasers. Their AI program would have flagged her sudden appearance and taken action without consulting any humans.
Riah purposefully began spinning the vessel in large spirals, descending closer to the ground with each loop. She could see the city of Phoenix grow larger as she plummeted from the sky. Riah found the park she had planned on crash landing in and made sure there were no humans in her path. She forced herself to continue dropping to the ground at full speed, hoping her suit really would keep the shock of collision from killing her.
She hit in the center of a large grass field, blasting a crater twenty feet deep into the ground. Dry desert dirt was launched away from the impact in every direction. Riah blinked in shock. She had barely even felt the collision. The suit had taken all of the shock completely.
A small crowd of people began to move towards the crater cautiously, most of them snapping pictures and videos with their phones as they peeked down into the crater. The shadow government did not take nearly as long to arrive as they had when they crashed in Bullfrog. Riah felt an invisible triangular fighter ship enter her radius of influence, and four invisible soldiers dropped out of the center hole in the ship and slowly floated to the ground. They rushed past the crowd of people without paying any attention to them and began the descent down the small crater her vessel had made. She hurriedly opened the far side of the vessel so they would not have to waste their time trying to figure out how to get inside. Closing her eyes, she slumped in her seat as if she was unconscious as she waited for the soldiers to arrive.
The soldiers did not waste any time studying the ship. One of them immediately entered through the opening and began dragging her limp form out of the vessel. One of the soldiers was waiting for them just outside of the vessel with some kind of metal rings that looked like an open rib cage. Riah studied it with her yar, trying to figure out what it was. She could feel more than one existential wavelength resonating through the device, which was a surprise. She did not think the shadow government knew how to operate existential wavelengths.
She could feel Selindria and Michael’s resonance as their vessel floated above them, unseen by the shadow government’s invisible ship. The soldier dragging her propped her up so she was almost in a standing position, then the other soldier snapped the device around her chest. It wrapped completely around her, and covered all the way from her waist to her armpits. She only had a moment to study it before she felt the sudden blur that meant she was moving to a different existential wavelength.
Riah could not make herself keep her eyes closed. She opened them and gasped. She was in a large white room, laying on the floor with the binding around her body. How would Selindria follow her here? They had never imagined the humans could travel across wavelengths. Riah felt herself shiver as she realized she was completely alone.
A human in a white lab coat was watching her expectantly, as if he had been waiting for her to appear. Riah reached out with her yar to study the rest of the area and received her second shock; she could not feel anything. It was as if she was reaching out into a void of emptiness that never ended, even though she could see with her eyes that there should have been walls and other physical objects around her. The metal rings bound around her upper body had begun glowing faintly when she tried to reach out with her yar. Somehow, these rings must have been preventing her from using her yar.
“Ah,” the man in the white coat said in tones of immense satisfaction. “Fresh meat.”
Chale watched Riah’s small vessel leave their larger vessel with a sigh. She hoped Selindria and Michael found the prisons quickly so Riah would not have to see the uglier side of human nature for very long. Selindria’s vessel was already resting near the point where Riah planned on crash-landing.
“I think we should wait to make sure Riah is safe,” Li repeated as Chale began navigating towards the city of Rochester in New York. Drones were popping into existence all around them as they changed to the Earth’s wavelength.
“We have gone over this already,” Chale said firmly. “If we start changing our part of the plan, it might cause even more problems. Selindria is more than capable of looking after Riah.”
“She looked so scared…” Li murmured with a worried crease to her brow.
Chale took a deep breath, trying not to think of the look of panic in Riah’s eyes, barely held in check. “I know. Maybe one of us should have insisted on going instead. We didn’t though, so let’s at least do what we came for.”
“She’s got one of these suits on,” Celdic said, reassuringly rubbing Li’s shoulder. “There is nothing they can do to her while she is wearing it, and Terrance sealed it so she can’t take it off.”
“It’s not just the physical torture I’m worried about,” Li said hopelessly. “I remember seeing what these humans do to each other. They’ll break her like a reed without ever touching her.”
Chale looked at the three Earth humans inquiringly. “What do you three think? Will they do things to harm her mind?”
Jason looked downright miserable as he met her eyes. “I don’t even want to explain how understated Li’s worries are. The people who run the shadow government will try to use everything she cares about to break her down psychologically. Judging how sensitive Riah is about violence and confrontations, I don’t even want to imagine what they will do if she is stuck with them for more than an hour or so.”
“Well, she won’t be stuck with them for longer than it takes for Selindria to locate the prison they take her to,” Chale said with more confidence than she felt. It had seemed like such an easy plan, right up until they had sent Riah off on her own to be captured. “Besides, that’s not even her body. She can pull back to her real body anytime she wants to.”
“Oh yeah, I’d forgotten about that,” Celdic said, sounding relieved. “Of course, that was the whole reason we were willing to let her go in the first place.”
Chale nodded to herself as she felt the others relax slightly. She just hoped Terrance had not forgotten to tell them anything special about Riah’s link to her new body.
Chale turned off the vessel’s invisibility and began descending towards the city several miles below them. It only took a few seconds for orbiting satellites to lock onto their vessel and begin firing lasers and energy pulses at them. There were over several million drones surrounding them, and their numbers grew as they continued popping into the Earth’s wavelength. Several of the drones flew up to the attacking satellites and Chale felt their yar burn out the circuits inside of the orbiting weapons. Black triangles started popping into visibility around them as the drones disrupted their camouflage. The shadow governments triangular fighter ships began firing directed energy pulses at them, creating brilliant blue spirals in the sky. None of the fighter ships fired more than a single shot before a drone engaged it. Chale felt the closest drone engage one of the black triangles and surround the enemy ship with its yar. There was a short blur, then both vessels vanished.
There were thousands of the black triangles appearing all around them. The weapons they were using had so far proved ineffective against the Zeran’s superior technology. They began vanishing almost as soon as they appeared, as the drones whisked them away to a different existential wavelength. There were a few dozen freight ships leaving the atmosphere that were caught by surprise from the sudden appearance of millions of alien vessels. A dozen drones surrounded each of the freight ships and then vanished.
The planet's atmosphere began to glow as the shadow government activated the large particle accelerators around the globe and fired massive energy pulses into space. The atmosphere began erupting with plumes of clouds as the particle accelerators began affecting the planet's weather. Hurricanes spawned in seconds as the side effects of using the enormous weapons heated up the atmosphere. The entire globe underwent cataclysmic weather changes within minutes, with millions of tornados spinning into existence and torrential rain drowning the land.
"I think someone better put a stop to those particle accelerators fast if you want to keep Earth in one piece," Jason suggested anxiously.
"Terrance?" Chale asked uncertainly.
"I'm taking care of it," Terrance's voice assured them.
A moment later, the powerful energy emitters stopped broadcasting. The intense electromagnetic waves didn't have any effect on the drones or their ship, but the remaining shadow government vessels exploded. Apparently, they didn't care about destroying their own ships as long as they could take the Zeran vessels with them.
Chale made herself breath normally. It had been less than five minutes since they became visible. She was impressed with how fast the shadow government was able to respond to their sudden appearance. They were definitely well organized.
“Terrance, we are ready to broadcast,” Chale announced briskly.
“Ok, go ahead and start,” Terrance’s voice echoed through the vessel.
Chale felt the vessel’s yar focus on her and begin broadcasting her image to the other drones, which in turn, began broadcasting it to all of the radio frequencies that the Earth human’s televisions and radios transmitted.
Chale took a deep breath and began. “Right now our drones are patrolling every city on your world. They are there to prevent any kind of crime or other like-incidents from happening as we begin the process of relocating the humans of this world who cannot live in peace to new worlds, where nuclear technology cannot be created. We have already begun relocating the members of the shadow government who have kept your world in a state of perpetual ignorance. Please do not shoot your weapons at our drones because the ricocheted bullets may inadvertently harm another person. We will begin broadcasting our message, and any other announcements, every day at noon on all of your television and radio frequencies. From now on, we will make sure everyone on this world receives the food, water, shelter and medical attention they need. Several thousand Zeran healers will begin visiting the hospitals around your world to cure the sick among you. Many changes will have to be made to the way your society functions. We will be speaking with your current leaders to try to facilitate these changes through normal government channels. We are a peaceful race and we hope to help you become a peaceful race that is one with your world as well. I will speak to you again tomorrow at noon.”
Chale felt the vessel’s yar end the broadcast and she sat down on one of the pilot chairs and let out a deep breath. “How did I do?”
“Wow,” Lendel said appreciatively. “I would have needed a script to remember all of that. It sounded great.”
The communication node on the vessel flashed alive in Chale’s mind and she felt it connect to Selindria’s vessel.
“We’ve lost Riah,” Selindria said, her tone filled with frustrated anger.
“What are you talking about?” Li demanded, jumping up from one of the pilot chairs. Her eyes were wide with sudden fear.
“They put some kind of device on her and she just vanished,” Michaels voice responded. “It looked like the blur that occurs when travelling to other existential wavelengths.”
“Then she could be anywhere!” Li almost screamed, breathing hard.
“We’ve captured some of the men who were with her,” Selindria’s voice announced. “We are bringing them back to your ship for questioning.”
Chale felt like a large hole was gnawing at her chest. She should never have let Riah go. Why would she have ever thought of letting Riah go in the first place?
“It’s going to be ok,” Celdic was telling Li soothingly.
“Tell that to Riah!” Li snapped back, tears forming in her dark brown eyes. “Please tell me this isn’t happening.” Li collapsed into Celdic’s arms and begun crying like a broken hearted child.
Chale shook her head in denial. This couldn’t be happening. Riah was the last person in existence who should have to endure the abuse of these barbaric humans and their sadistic methods of interrogation.
“Does Terrance know yet?” Chale heard herself ask Selindria in a dead voice.
“Yes,” Selindria replied in a voice so filled with shame that Chale almost did not recognize it as her old teacher’s. “He got my father to agree to help rescue her. He’ll be joining us on your vessel.”
Chale frowned. How could someone as old as Lochnar must be travel through wavelengths? Chale was curious to meet Selindria’s father. He was a Talon, one of the last of his dwindling species on Shalilayo. According to Terrance, he was the most disagreeable person not only in Shalilayo, but in existence.
Chale felt Selindria’s vessel zoom up to their own and dock in the central vessel bay. They almost ran the whole way to the pilot room. Selindria’s face was altered to such a degree from remorse, shame, and worry that Chale almost did not even recognize her. Michael looked almost as ashamed as Selindria.
“When will Lochnar arrive?” Lendel asked curiously.
“I have to connect to his consciousness first,” Selindria replied in the same despairing voice.
Chale felt her old teacher direct her yar inwards at herself. A moment later there was a blurring sensation in the air next to her and then a man appeared. He was more than seven feet tall, almost brushing the ceiling with his head. His face looked permanently lined with contempt and anger. There was a feeling of negative energy so strong in his resonance Chale felt like the room actually grew darker with his presence.
“Why did Lochnar have to come here?” Lendel murmured quietly to Chale, making almost no sound.
“Because I am not as squeamish as you and your delicate conscience.” Lochnar growled at Lendel in a harsh voice. He must be where Selindria inherited her super-hearing ability.
“What does being squeamish have to do with anything?” Li asked, looking afraid of the answer.
“It means I will do whatever is necessary to find my granddaughter, while you butterflies will let your morals and ethics prevent you from doing what must be done.” Lochnar replied in disdain. “If Terrance would have listened to me two thousand years ago, these humans would be extinct and we wouldn’t be having this problem.”
Chale shivered at the look of bleak determination in Lochnar’s black eyes. She had a sudden foreboding that the violence she had witnessed the humans committing was going to pale in comparison to what Lochnar would do to them.
“Take me to the prisoners,” Lochnar commanded Selindria grimly.
Morindessa and Terrance stared down at their daughter’s small body. They sensed no resonance from the still form or any indication Riah was alive. A transparent organic cocoon engulfed her body. It sat next to the empty pod of the clone Riah now inhabited. It felt strange to be near Riah without feeling her powerful emotions.
“We have to get her body to where they took the clone,” Morindessa murmured thoughtfully.
“I understand how you feel,” Terrance replied gently. ‘But she will be in more danger if we take her real body into enemy territory.”
“There is another way,” Morindessa told him softly.
“No,” Terrance said firmly, shaking his head. “I cannot risk losing both of you.”
“Terrance, you know how hard it will be for Lochnar to find her in the infinite expanse of worlds out there.” Morindessa said reasonably. “If I am in her body I will immediately sense when I am in the same wavelength as her spirit.”
“I won’t survive if I lose you both,” Terrance said in a matter of fact voice. “I will go.”
“You know there is no coming back if you travel through the wavelengths again,” Morindessa said in the same reasonable tone. “If you leave now, everything we have worked for will be for nothing. We cannot let the humans on Earth join the fallen races. Too much is at stake for you to sacrifice it all, even for our daughter.”
Terrance stood in silence as he gazed at his daughter’s still features. Morindessa could feel his mind struggling to find a different solution to the problem than the dismal prospects placed before them. He reached out with one of his large hands and tenderly engulfed one of Riah’s tiny ones.
There was a polite throat clearing behind them. Morindessa had been too absorbed to notice Jalorm’s arrival. He was one of the Guardians from Tenral still young enough to travel through existential wavelengths. He stood next to Lestriana with a small group of Guardians clustered behind them. They wore the protective suits Terrance insisted anyone traveling to Earth wear. As long as they wore the suits, they would not need to eat, sleep or deal with any other basic body functions. The suits were impenetrable to any substance on Earth.
Terrance finally released Riah’s hand with a sigh and turned to face Jalorm. “Yes?”
“We are ready to leave for Earth,” Jalorm informed him, glancing curiously at Riah’s body.
“Good,” Terrance replied distractedly. “I am going to seal all of your suits so that you cannot remove them until you return to Shalilayo.”
Morindessa felt Terrance reach out with his yar and seal each of the Guardian’s suits with a link to Shalilayo’s wavelength. Morindessa had already spent several hours teaching the Guardians how to pilot the flying vessels. They were now capable of flying the vessels as well as jumping to different wavelengths. They would accompany the Zeran healers to the hospitals on Earth as a secondary means of protection should the healers’ suits fail.
“Jalorm, I need to ask you for a personal favor,” Terrance told the young captain quietly.
“Of course,” he replied in surprise.
“We need to make contact with a race beneath Earth’s surface,” Terrance said. “They have information regarding the human shadow government that could be very valuable, but we have to get them to trust us first. From what I have been able to piece together they have a long history of other races betraying them so they refuse to communicate with our drones. You will have to pilot one of our vessels up to the entry points to the caverns beneath the planet. There is an entrance near the North Pole. Once you arrive, one of them should approach you. Explain to them everything they want to know about our world; who we are, and why we are on their world.”
“Are they hostile?” Jalorm asked the question as if the answer was of minor importance.
“They might be,” Terrance replied hesitantly. “I believe they will hear you out before doing anything drastic. The suit should help to protect you, but it is possible they will have technology which can penetrate the suits defenses.”
“Is there anything else I should know?”
Terrance thought about it for a moment. “They descended from a reptilian species and have a very distinct appearance. They walk on two legs and have scale-like skin used more for sensing than protection. They are carnivores as a result of their early evolution. There may be groups who have found alternatives to flesh, but that is just speculation.” Terrance paused for a moment and looked at Jalorm seriously. “This could be very dangerous.”
“I understand,” Jalorm replied gravely. “I will be careful.”
“They are capable of using yar,” Terrance continued, walking towards Jalorm’s vessel. “They will probably keep you in their caverns until they can confirm your story. I am not really asking you to spy on them, but I am curious about their society. So try to be social. I think--“
Terrance cut off when he sensed Morindessa’s yar produce a complex transfer of spiritual energy. He spun around and ran back to the pod where Riah lay dormant. Morindessa was in the clone’s pod. She let out a deep breath and then her body was still.
“Morindessa, what have you done?” Terrance cried in dismay.
Riah’s body stirred as she began breathing. Terrance felt Morindessa’s resonance radiate out of his daughter’s body, only slightly distorted from her own. She slowly opened her eyes and stared at him with a maturity far beyond Riah’s. “I did what we both knew was necessary.”
Terrance stared helplessly into her violet eyes. Seeing Riah without her own resonance amplified his sense of loss. He took a deep breath and tried to think logically. Morindessa did not abhor violence nearly as much their daughter did. Although they grew up in a peaceful society, Lochnar taught his girls how to fight which they honed to an art.
Terrance reached out to caress the old Morindessa’s motionless hand as he tried to think. The Morindessa in his daughter’s body reached out, grabbed his hand with her two small hands and held it tightly. “I need you to believe in me, Terrance.”
Terrance looked down at the diminutive form and forced out the doubt, fear and uncertainty filling his soul, replacing it with unwavering trust. “I believe in you, Morindessa. Bring our daughter home.”
“Thank you Terrance,” Morindessa smiled, wrapping her arms around him in a tight embrace. “I will.”
***
Morindessa piloted her small vessel away from the planet and prepared to make the jump to Earth’s wavelength. She was in one of the older vessels so there would be a bright streak of light when she came into Earth’s wavelength. She was not too worried about the shadow government; the drones should have removed any threats from the skies above Earth.
As soon as she entered Earth’s wavelength she could feel a small link to Riah’s spirit. Wherever they took her, they had left a link to Earth’s wavelength that would make it possible for Morindessa to trace it back to the clone Riah was using. She reached out with her yar through the link in Riah’s body connecting her to the clone, and attempted to make contact with her daughter. There was no reply. Perhaps she was just unable to use yar, but could still hear her. Morindessa sent her intention of rescue to Riah, hoping her daughter received the message.
***
“Brothers and sisters,” Reverend Motanda said with a look so grave he could have been a week dead. “Nothing that you are seeing is in any way unexpected. We have been telling you for the last two thousand years that this day would come. You have all witnessed the fires and floods, the famines and droughts, the earthquakes in diverse places. You have seen false prophets and Christ’s rise up, and fall back down again. You have watched the devil work marvelous wonders among God’s children, trying to steal away their hearts and minds. Everything that has come to pass was prophesied thousands of years ago. Will you accept the devil with open arms and willing hearts in defiance of everything you have learned about him?”
“No!” the congregation chorused enthusiastically.
“You know that he is like a snake; that he will slither up to you with promises of salvation and a new world of paradise. Brothers and sisters, I am here to tell you that the only world the devil will be offering, is a world of burning fire and brimstone! How will you face your Lord on Judgment Day, when he asks you why you welcomed the devil into your bosom? Will you tell him that you did not know? That you were never warned? Woe shall be unto the liar, for he shall be thrust down to Hell! I tell you truly my brothers and sisters, these demons who have come in the guise of beneficent aliens are nothing more than fallen angels, the very spawn of Hell itself! They will twist your words and play your fears as only the Master of Lies knows how. He will use all of the guile in his power to bring you down with chains of ignorance and lead you down to Hell one small step at a time. There has never been a time more perilous than these. But, my brothers and sisters, there has also never been a time with greater opportunity than this time.
“Praise the Lord!” the congregation roared, shaking their fists above their heads.
“ Millions of our brothers and sisters lack the faith and conviction to accept Jesus Christ as their savior, and now is the time for all of us to embrace them and welcome them back to the faith! In these times of trouble and sorrow, where the very words of Peter the Revelator are manifesting themselves to us in broad daylight, our fallen brothers and sisters are seeking answers that Jesus alone can answer for them. Brothers and Sisters, I charge you to seek out not just your family and friends, but also your neighbors,”
“Hallelujah!”
“ your postman,” the Reverend cried.
“Praise Jesus,” the crowd shouted, casting their eyes toward the heavens.
“ your garbage man, and even the man walking past you on the street,” Motanda bellowed with spittle flying from his mouth.
“Praise Christ Jesus!” they roared, nodding their approval.
“Invite them to embrace the truth that is Christ Jesus. Let them feel the love of Christ that flows through your veins, and share with them your personal relationship with our Lord and Savior. All of our Brothers and Sisters must be warned that there is no place on this green Earth for the Devil and his fallen angels. The demons are not welcome here!”
“Out with the demons!” the crowd chanted fanatically.
Reverend Motanda bowed his head solemnly before relinquishing the podium to one of his fellow priests. He thanked the Lord for his chance to see the day when all religions were uniting against the devil and his flying legions of fallen angels.
***
Colonel Briggs continued his circuit through the lower prison deck with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He had visited the medical ward where routine tests revealed no abnormalities with his system. He was one of the many soldiers the shadow government grew in test tubes rather than women’s uteri. The shadow government removed the family model and each child was placed in an obedience-programming incubator until they were old enough to begin military school. Emotions such as love, happiness, compassion and sorrow were weeded out of children at an early age. Obedience was the central theme, immediately followed by stupidity.
Colonel Briggs had never even heard of the term happy, or love, nor had he felt anything that would describe them. At least, until he had been assigned to the prison base. He, along with every other soldier, was taught that all aliens were bent on the extermination of the human race. After serving at the prison for almost five years, Colonel Briggs began to question whether there was even a war going on at all. The aliens he was responsible for were so horrified of any kind of violence that they would not hurt another person even to save their own life. There was also the sick feelings Colonel Briggs felt in his stomach when he was in the presence of these aliens. The doctors had told him the aliens were trying to attack his mind, and he just needed to remember they were enemies playing mind games with their captors.
Colonel Briggs had discovered that he actually liked some of the feelings he experienced from contact with the aliens. When he escorted an alien to their cell with a gentle hand after an interrogation, he felt a comforting warmth flood his chest. Some of the other guards experienced this too. He was getting good at identifying which actions elicited pleasant emotions. He almost took the information to the medical staff in case he had stumbled upon a new discovery. However, something in the back of his mind kept him from sharing the revelations.
A new prisoner arrived the day before. While escorting the prisoner to his cell, Colonel Briggs experienced waves of unpleasant emotion radiating from the captive. After calming down, the alien tried to talk to him. He ignored the alien, because guards were not allowed to talk to prisoners. Something the alien said made Colonel Briggs finally question what he was doing; the alien had thanked him for listening to his worries. The warmth flooding his system felt like a bonfire. After locking the new prisoner behind the force field in a cell appallingly small for the alien’s size, Colonel Briggs learned a new emotion: shame.
“I’ll make this simple for you to understand,” Major Adams said condescendingly. “We have an alien who has a protective suit we cannot remove. He says he cannot take it off, but we believe a little demonstration might convince him to try harder. We are going to connect you to the nerve simulator ring and you are going to perform a very convincing role of a tortured alien. You will not use any of your mind tricks to block out the pain.”
Lori stood in front of the Major’s desk with a guard roughly holding each shoulder. She clutched her arms tightly to her chest. She seemed to be doing her best to fold into herself. Her brilliant yellow eyes stared at the floor fearfully, marring what would have been an otherwise beautiful face. Her deeply reflective brown hair was almost down to her waist; the ends were jagged and red, as if soaked in blood. She wore an orange jump suit and had a constricting band of rings covering her torso.
“If you do this simple task for us, we might be willing to trade you back to your people.” Major Adams smiled thinly at her, the expression at odds with the disdain in his eyes.
“No,” Lori whispered, barely audible.
“What did you just say?” Major Adams demanded in a deathly quiet voice, his face losing any trace of false warmth.
“No,” Lori repeated a little louder. “I will not help you torture another innocent.”
“Oh I think you’ll find you will help me,” Major Adams told her bleakly. His blue eyes were so cold and uncaring that the guards next to Lori shifted uneasily. “We have quite a few dispensable aliens like you floating around here. If you won’t agree to help now, we’ll just have to start torturing some other innocent aliens. You, of course, will be at the end of the list of those we torture. You can either be responsible for one alien being tortured, or several dozen. The choice is yours.”
Lori stood frozen in place as silent tears began leaking down her cheeks. The room filled with a dense sorrow, causing the guards to shift uncomfortably again. Major Adams seemed to be immune to the waves of distilled sadness emanating from Lori’s slumped figure. She wished for the hundredth time that she had died with her crew after their ship was shot down. She had not known the concept of torture before the shadow government captured her. She felt trapped in a nightmare. She had learned to make her mind suppress the pain of physical torture. However, being forced to choose who was tortured and having to participate was more than she could bear. Her legs lost their strength. She would have dropped to the ground had the guards not been holding on to her with vice-like grips.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” Major Adams said with a self-satisfied smirk. He glanced up at the guards without really seeing them. “Bring her to interrogation room six at O eight hundred hours.”
The guards saluted with their free hands and half-dragged Lori out the door. Once they were out of the office, the guards loosened their grips and slowed their pace. She glanced up at the guard on her right through tear-blurred vision and saw him grimace at her apologetically. Neither of the guards said anything, but Lori had seen them display acts of kindness to other captives, though only when there were no interrogators present. Could some of these humans be slaves like she was, forced to do horrible things to other people against their will?
Something drew Lori’s eye as they walked down one of the many cellblocks. There was a new person in one of the cells that had been empty for what seemed like a long time. Lori looked sadly through the one-way force field, wondering what unfortunate soul these sadistic humans had snared. There was a young man in the cell huddled in the back corner, his arms wrapped around his knees. A mixture of fear and compassionate concern made an odd contrast to his masculine features. She felt a sudden daze as she stared at him, unable to tear her gaze away. His head slowly rose and he began looking in her direction with a confused expression. She knew he could not see them, but what else could he be looking at? He wore a binding ring like hers, so he could not have been using his yar. He stood up as high as the small cell would allow and moved towards the force field, staring at her in puzzlement.
Her guards gently tugged her forward, pulling her away from the young man’s cell. She turned to watch him as they led her away. His head twisted to follow her as she moved out of sight. Why did she feel happy? She tried to understand the unlikely emotion, but could not dislodge the sense of elation suddenly suffusing her being. What was there to be happy about here? Was this just another twisted psychological game devised to build her up so they could tear her back down again?
***
Riah stared at the solid-appearing wall at the far side of her small cell. It felt like a magnet pulled her attention toward an object just beyond the wall. She stood up, hunching as her broad shoulders brushed the four-foot ceiling and moved over to the wall. The sense of attraction was stronger near the wall. She turned her head to watch as the source of the attraction moved away from her. What had just happened? The interrogator who first took her into custody discovered quickly that the binding rings did nothing to shield her overwhelming emotional power. She wished she were in her own body, and not just because she would no longer have to stoop in her cell. The cloned body distorted her resonance, causing a slight disorientation. The binding rings, while preventing her from using yar, did not prevent her from feeling other beings’ resonances. She suspected that whoever designed the rings wanted the ability to feel the captive’s resonance as a way to be sure of their identity.
The bond to her real body had vanished as soon as she arrived in the shadow government’s prison. Terrance had not told her the bond could not move to a different wavelength, but she suspected this to be the case. Her consciousness was stranded in this prototype clone until she could return to her own wavelength. She knew her human friends thought of her as naïve, but she had spent a lot of time studying the Earth humans’ history. The stories of Terrance’s time among the Earth humans had made her want to know more about the handicapped race and she spent several years using drones to research their cultures. One of the things that stood out to her in the long line of tragedies throughout humanity’s history was the way they could still feel love towards each other. Even after all of the terrible things they did to each other, they had not lost their ability to love. In her mind, the ability to love was all that was necessary for a race to be capable of healing.
After assessing her situation, she concluded there would probably be little chance of rescue. At the same time, the humans could not inflict physical pain on her so long as she wore her suit. They would not be able to starve or drug her, and she could still affect them with her emotions. Her strong emotional aura was the only trait to transfer completely from her real body to the clone she was trapped inside. Her suit also supplied her with all of the oxygen she required, so long as she was not put in a complete vacuum. She did not require sleep, so there would be no fear of sleep deprivation.
An opening appeared in the wall behind her. Two black uniformed guards stood outside the opening to her small cell. One of them gestured for her to follow them. She took a deep breath and stood up. She heard a shockingly loud shrieking noise that made her flinch down into a crouch defensively. She looked up and saw a head shaped imprint on the steel ceiling where her head had forced the metal to buckle inwards when she stood up. The guards outside of her cell were staring at her in shock, uncertainly fingering the tazers at their sides. Terrance had obviously changed the suit she was wearing a lot more than what he had told her. He must have changed the way it interacted with matter for it to be so strong.
She hurriedly exited the cell, wondering what they were going to do to her now. The guards remained silent and grim faced as they led her down a narrow hallway. Everything the humans created seemed to be made of metal. The walls were a dull metallic gray, giving a sense of impenetrable solidity to the bleak prison. The shadow government used transmitters to create ambient light that filled the halls, just like the Zerans. Riah doubted the humans used living organisms to produce the light frequencies though. It seemed all human technology was dead.
Riah could feel her guards uneasiness, though they showed no physical sign of distress. The first guards who escorted Riah to her cell when she first arrived had shared the same sense of unease, bordering on shame.
“Is something the matter?” Riah asked gently, trying to put as much understanding and love into her question as possible.
The guard on her right screwed his face up in puzzlement, opening his mouth hesitantly. At a harsh look from the other guard, he hurriedly closed his mouth. He looked at Riah searchingly for a second before looking away with a troubled frown between his eyes. Perhaps they were not allowed to talk with prisoners.
The two men led her through a small maze of interlinking hallways before entering a room filled with several holograph monitors. A man with the same black uniform as the guards was waiting for her near the monitors. There was a knot of rank on his uniform that Riah recognized from her studies, indicating he was a Major. The guards stopped at the door and gestured for her to continue into the room. She looked at the Major closely as she moved towards him, hoping for an indication that there was a trace of goodness somewhere inside of him. What she saw made her freeze several paces away from him. His dead, emotionless eyes were like a window into a soulless stone. Riah could find no trace of a compassionate emotion having ever chipped his callous mind. She knew humans called these kinds of people sadists, but only because they could not sense with yar. If they could have sensed with yar, they would have discovered that true sadists, like the one standing in front of her, were hosting fallen spirits in their shell of a body. They were traitors from the spirit realm, banished to the physical realm because of their twisted need to hurt other beings. They had no sense of right or wrong. They were extremely rare on Shalilayo, and the few who appeared were imprisoned hundreds of miles beneath the planet’s surface.
“I see you still have not taken your suit off young man,” the Major said with a grim satisfaction. “I was told you might require a little more persuasion.”
“I cannot remove it myself,” Riah said softly, trying to contain her sudden fear.
“Did you know the brain is nothing more than a transmitter?” the Major asked, though the question was obviously rhetorical. “Everything you feel is a result of a radio wave transmission at this frequency or that frequency traveling through your brain. If a person stubs their toe, their nervous system transmits a signal to the brain and tells it to feel pain.”
The Major gestured at one of the holograph monitors hovering in front of the wall. The image of a woman strapped into an armchair appeared on the screen. There were several guards attaching wires to nodes sticking out of the chair. One of the guards lowered a halo shaped object down from a large machine behind the chair until it was almost touching her head. Riah could plainly see the panic in the woman’s brilliant yellow eyes.
“It really is amazing how the brain works,” the Major continued as the image zoomed in to highlight the woman’s terrified face. “We no longer have to make a big mess when we torture people. In fact, we can actually force them to stay awake throughout the entire ordeal. You know, that used to be a problem, because people will lose consciousness when they reach a certain pain threshold. However, we learned that consciousness is controlled by transmissions in the brain as well, so it is no longer possible to escape your ordeal through something as simple as sleep.”
“What are you doing to her,” Riah asked in a quavering voice.
“I thought it was fairly obvious,” the Major said in surprise. “We are going to let you watch us torture this woman until you take your suit off.”
Riah stared at him wide-eyed in sudden terror. “I cannot take it off! It was sealed for this very reason. My father is the only person who can remove it.”
“You might be telling the truth,” the Major said calmly. “But I’ll never know if we don’t try every possibility. As soon as you take your suit off, we will stop hurting this woman. If you still refuse to take the suit off, we will find more innocents to torture until you do take your suit off. I’m confident you will find a way to remove it if you are properly motivated.”
Riah stood breathing deeply as she tried to find a way to stop the madness. How could she convince him that she really could not take the suit off? She looked at the woman on the holograph screen with a sense of mounting terror. There was nothing she could do, no matter what they did. She glanced back at the Major’s dead eyes pleadingly, knowing it would do no good.
“Please, I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” Riah said desperately. “I’ll help your scientists find a way to remove this suit! Please, just leave her alone!”
The Major smiled without any real emotion. “Go ahead and turn it on Colonel.”
There was a loud static buzz, and then the woman was screaming at the top of her lungs with every muscle straining against her bonds. Riah heard herself screaming for him to stop, though her voice was barely audible over the woman’s screams. He just stared back at her with those dead eyes and folded his arms patiently. Riah began tearing at her suit, trying to pull it off. She knew it was useless, but she could not stop herself. The screams were like spikes being driven through her ears, tearing at her soul. She felt her terror hit a peak higher than she thought was possible, blanketing the entire area with her emotional discharge.
It took her a moment to realize the screams had stopped. She looked at the holograph monitor, fearing what she would see. The woman lay limp, with blood running down her nose. The Major was also lying on the floor with blood coming out of his nose. She looked behind her at the guards and saw the same thing. Had she done that? The wall behind the holograph monitors had turned a sickly semi-transparent yellow with small cracks lining the surface. Riah peered through it disbelievingly. The woman in the chair was on the other side of the yellow wall. Riah walked up to the wall and pushed lightly. The wall shivered slightly from the pressure. Using the added strength of her suit, Riah pounded the wall hard. There was a tearing sound as a large crack split away from the center of the wall. The crack quickly spread into smaller cracks and then the whole wall collapsed.
Riah ran to the woman in the chair, hurriedly removing the straps binding her arms to the chair. The guards on the floor were beginning to stir, groaning weakly. Riah pulled the woman into a tight hug with tears streaming down her eyes and wiped the blood away from her nose.
“I’m so sorry, are you all right?” Riah asked fearfully. “I tried to take it off, but I couldn’t!”
The woman slowly opened her brilliant yellow eyes to stare at Riah in wonder. “Don’t you ever take it off.”
Riah blinked at the woman uncertainly. “I have to get it off, or they’ll keep torturing you!”
“They cannot hurt me anymore,” the woman said with a small triumphant smile. “I have finally learned my purpose here.”
Riah felt the woman’s sense of love wash over her like a cleansing rain, leaving her more clearheaded than she had felt since leaving her friends. She looked down at the woman with a questioning smile, wishing she were in her own body so that she could better interpret the feelings she sensed. Her imperfect ability to sense resonance in the clone made it almost impossible to catalogue the woman’s identity in her mind.
“My name is Lori,” the woman said softly. “If you ever escape, please tell my family I died quickly.”
“I am Riah, and I am certainly not going to allow you to die,” Riah said indignantly. “Help is on the way. My people are already in the process of disbanding the human shadow government. It can only be a matter of time before they find us.”
“It’s not just the humans,” Lori said quietly, glancing at the Major on the floor in the observation room. “They are just pawns of the Fallen One’s.”
Major Adams opened his eyes and immediately regretted it. Pain stabbed into his eyes from the ambient light filling the room making his head feel like it was on the verge of imploding. He roughly shook off a guard’s hand who was trying to shake him awake. There was a small trickle of blood streaming down his upper lip from his nose. He reached up and wiped it away with a grimace as his memory of what happened slowly returned. He jumped up, then immediately fell back as a wave of dizziness swept over him. A squad of guards in the interrogation room surrounded the prisoner he had been interrogating. The guards were all pointing sonic stunners at the prisoner, but it was a useless gesture; the protective suit the prisoner wore had so far proven invulnerable to any of their weapons. The prisoner crouched protectively over the alien he had been torturing. The force field separating the monitoring room from the interrogation room had vanished. Major Adams could see jagged edges around the outlines of the ceiling and wall where the energy that should have been charging the force field looked like a shattered sheet of glass, as if the energy that made up the field was a solid object rather than a transient energy wave.
“Get them back to their cells!” Major Adams snarled at the guards hovering over the two prisoners.
The man calling himself Riah stared at the guards with a pleading expression. Major Adams narrowed his eyes as he saw one of the guards hesitate. The guards trained to work at this prison should never show hesitation when given an order. This new alien was breaking down decades of psychological programming in a few days time. Major Adams had witnessed the powerful emotional aura some of these aliens possessed, but this particular alien’s emotional charge far outstripped any of the other captives. He was a new species to the prison. It had been several decades since the last time they discovered a new species.
Two of the guards reached down and grabbed Riah by the arms. When they tried to pull him up, nothing happened. He stared back at them determinedly, with one arm wrapped protectively around Lori’s shoulders. Two more guards reached down and grabbed his legs. All four of the guards grunted with effort as they tried to lift his immovable form from the floor. He did not budge a hair.
“I will allow you to stay in the same cell with her for now,” Major Adams said with a thoughtful look. “Now either follow the guards back to your new cell, or watch your new friend suffer more abuse.”
Riah stared at him uncertainly for a moment before slowly rising to a standing position. He helped Lori get to her feet as well. Major Adams turned his back on them and walked away. He knew they would follow the guards back to Lori’s cell after he left.
“Cellmates, huh?” Lieutenant Albrach said, falling in beside him as he walked through the long halls. “I know you’re not going soft, so what is your game?”
Major Adams frowned at his commanding officer’s light tone. He hated humor. “He won’t talk to us, and it appears there is nothing we can do to remove his suit. However, I think he will confide with his new cellmate enough to give us more clues as to his origins. The longer he has to strengthen his bond with her, the more leverage I will have to use against him.”
“How are you going to use her as leverage?” Lieutenant Albrach asked with a ghost of a smile. “From the look of things, it did not work out too well this morning.”
Major Adams ignored the insult, but he would remember it. “I will be putting Riah alone in a holograph room, where he will be forced to watch everything remotely.”
Lieutenant Albrach nodded thoughtfully. “That could work. What about drugs? Don’t they work on his system?”
“As far as we can tell, he does not require food or water,” Major Adams replied slowly. “I believe his suit takes care of his basic needs somehow.”
“You know that if he ever becomes aggressive, there won’t be much we can do to stop him.” Lieutenant Albach noted calmly. “He stood up in his cell this morning and his head went straight through the ten centimeter solid steel ceiling. Somehow, the brass got hold of his file, so they’ll be on our backs to get his suit off as quickly as possible. I am sure they are already envisioning legions of invincible soldiers wearing these suits.”
***
Riah sat next to Lori in her cell that was already too small for one person. She reached out and experimentally pushed her hands against the wall. There was a deafening sound of tortured metal tearing apart. She kept pushing the walls and ceiling outward until the two of them could stretch their legs out all the way without hitting any walls.
“How are you doing that?” Lori asked in awe, stretching with relief.
“The suit I am wearing has a host of special features,” Riah replied, studying her new companion carefully. “It uses elements from existential wavelengths where the dense worlds exist. The motion is tied to another wavelength, so when I move against something solid, it forces it to give way at the juncture where the two wavelengths meet each other.”
Riah looked at the ends of Lori’s red tipped hair curiously. “What did they do to your hair to make it red on the ends?”
“They cut it,” Lori said with a sad sigh. “My race’s hair is alive, and has microscopic blood vessels running through each hair. The interrogators know it causes us extreme pain to cut our hair, so they cut it as a punishment when they don’t like our behavior.”
Riah gasped in horror, her hand flying to her mouth. “That’s terrible! How can they be so ruthless?”
“I honestly don’t know,” Lori replied hollowly. “I spent my first few months here trying to understand what drove them to do such terrible things. I began to believe they evolved without the ability to feel positive emotions, but the guards recently started showing a small amount of compassion so I think they must purposefully program good emotions out of them. I know the interrogators don’t feel positive emotions. They only select Fallen Ones for the position. They used to make me go on tours among the regular soldiers and point out any of the other Fallen One’s spirits so they could train them to be interrogators. Everything they do here focuses on destroying hope and happiness.” She finished with a look of such hopelessness that Riah felt compelled to draw her into reassuring hug.
“We’re going to get out of here,” Riah told her firmly. “Help is on the way.”
“I just want this nightmare to end,” Lori said wearily, closing her brilliant yellow eyes. “I cannot even remember what my own mother’s face looks like. She was so worried something bad would happen when I left our world. I hope she never learns the truth.”
Riah held her hand gently and poured out her feelings of love and hope into her new companion. Her emotions seemed to be the only thing the clone had not changed about her.
Lori opened her eyes and smiled. “I had almost forgotten what hope felt like.”
“I will help you remember whenever you need it,” Riah said gently.
Lori watched her with a strange expression. Riah could feel her sense of curiosity resonating outward. She opened her mouth to say something, and then stopped with a blush. Riah just sat patiently, emanating a strong presence of acceptance and understanding.
“I’m not sure how you would ask this on your world,” Lori began hesitantly, glancing at Riah to see her expression. “On our world, we have a single person we become mated to for life. I know some of the other races do the same thing…” she trailed off with another blush.
“We call them links on our world,” Riah told her with a smile. “A person with an opposing resonance to another person will be their link.”
Lori nodded, staring at the ground while she traced invisible patterns on her knee. “How long did it take you to find your link?”
Riah blinked, taken off guard. “I haven't found my link yet.”
Lori noticeably brightened. Riah stared at her in puzzlement. Why would her not being linked make Lori happy?
“Have you ever seen links who belonged to different races?” Lori asked curiously.
“As a matter of fact, my aunt just found her link on another world,” Riah replied, smiling at the memory of Selindria finally meeting Michael. “He is a human, from this world actually, and she is a Zeran, like me.” Riah paused for a moment, realizing she herself was a mix of two races. “Oh yeah, my parents are also from different races. My father is human, and my mother is a Zeran. Well, a half Zeran anyway. I’m quite the mix I suppose.”
“I see,” Lori said quietly, looking thoughtful. “You can still feel other people’s resonance through the binding rings, can’t you?”
“Sort of,” Riah said, pausing as she thought about how many ears were listening to their conversation. She did not want the shadow government to know she was in a clone, rather than her real body. “It’s blurry though, so I cannot feel other people very well. I can sense enough to identify people, as long as they are not related.”
“I wonder why that is?” Lori said with a small frown. “I noticed your resonance was blurry when I first past your cell this morning. You looked like you could see me through the one-way wall. How did you know I was there?”
“That was you, wasn’t it?” Riah asked wonderingly. “I did not even notice the similarity with all of the excitement.”
“Were you able to use yar somehow?” Lori asked curiously.
“No, it was nothing like that,” Riah said with a puzzled expression. “When I felt your resonance, I felt some kind of sensation I did not understand. I could feel you even after you were out of the range of my resonance. I thought it might just be a peculiarity of your race.”
“Not that I know of,” Lori said with a small smile. “I think it must be something else. Just out of curiosity, how old are you?”
“By human standards, fifty two years,” Riah replied, trying to figure out where all of Lori’s probing questions were leading. “My race lives a lot longer than humans though. My father tells me I will live more than five thousand years.”
Wow,” Lori said, impressed. “And here I thought I was decades older than you.”
“How old are you?” Riah asked curiously. She looked like a human in her late teens.
“Forty seven,” Lori replied with a slightly preoccupied expression. “We usually live for about seven hundred years.”
“That reminds me of Michael, my aunt’s human link,” Riah murmured. “The Earth humans usually don’t even live to one hundred years, and Michael is already in his forties. Terrance, my father, thinks Michael will undergo a physical change when they link that will make him live longer. I have no idea where he came up with such a strange theory. I think he—“
Riah broke off with a gasp as sudden images filled her head. There was an image of Morindessa in Riah’s body, bringing a flying vessel to find her. Riah felt a sudden dread at the thought of her mother coming to this place. Riah was sure the guards were not all bad people. Morindessa did not like violence, but she was very good at it. If she came here, a lot of people were going to get hurt.
“What’s wrong?” Lori asked in alarm.
“I just received a message from my mother,” Riah whispered worriedly. “She is coming here.”
“Is she coming alone?” Lori asked, mistaking Riah’s worried look as concern for her mother’s well being.
“That’s not the problem,” Riah said with a deep breath. “She is only half Zeran. My grandfather is from another race that is much more aggressive. My mother is normally a placid person, but abducting me is the kind of thing that will bring out her Talon nature. She will probably kill a lot of innocent people when she comes to rescue us.”
“You’re worried about the safety of our captors?” Lori asked incredulously.
Riah nodded her head and sighed. “The guards are captives as much as we are. They need to be given a real chance at life; to be loved and wanted.”
“You are too good to be real,” Lori said, ruefully shaking her head.
Riah looked at her with an uncertain smile, unsure if she was being complimented or criticized. She reached out and grabbed Lori’s hand gently. “I told you we would be leaving soon.”
Lori smiled back at her warmly, squeezing her hand.
“You better let the chief know there will be hostile forces arriving,” Major Adams said bleakly from where he stood in front of a holograph monitor listening to Lori and Riah’s conversation. “I think it might be time to separate Riah from her new friend.”
Morindessa felt the presence of her father’s vessel approach, slowing as he entered Venus’ atmosphere. Normally, she would not have wanted her father involved in a rescue mission. Normally, it was not her daughter who needed rescuing. She could feel her sister, Selindria with her new link, Michael aboard Lochnar’s vessel. Morindessa almost felt a sense of irony at the shadow governments bad luck of capturing the one person who would bring the three of them down upon them. She loved Terrance more than life itself, but she wished he had been less understanding with the human race on his first visit two thousand years ago. Sometimes second chances turned out to be one chance too many.
You know how to find her? Her father’s thought projected into her mind.
Yes. I can feel the clone’s link to this body. Morindessa responded.
What is your plan? Selindria asked curiously.
As soon as we enter the same wavelength, I am going to pull her back into her own body and take over the clone.”
You should probably board our vessel first then,” Selindria suggested. Otherwise Riah will be alone when she returns to her own body.
I already set the vessel to return to Shalilayo as soon as Riah’s consciousness returns to this body. Morindessa replied shortly.
Morindessa, Selindria’s thought began, followed by a sense of intense remorse. I am so sorry!
There’s no time for that now, Morindessa replied firmly. We are all equally responsible.
Morindessa could feel her father’s sense of impatience and annoyance. He never had patience for what he called useless emotions. As hard as he was, he still bore an intense love for his family that overshadowed his pervading sense of disdain for everything and everyone. The Talon race was almost extinct on Shalilayo, a result of their reclusive nature. When they did have a family, they were intensely loyal. Terrance had tried to study Lochnar’s bond with his family, a bond unique to the Talon race, but Lochnar refused to talk about it. Morindessa tried to tell Terrance as much as she knew about it, but her mixed Zeran blood weakened her bond, making it difficult to understand how it worked. According to Lochnar, the bond was as strong on his end as it would have been if his link had been a Talon, but the bond was always stronger for the patriarch.
All right, let’s get started, Morindessa thought, phasing her vessel into the wavelength where she felt Riah’s consciousness.
As soon as she entered the new wavelength, Riah’s bond to her body slammed into place so strongly that Morindessa could have found her blindfolded. Without any hesitation, she traced the bond back to her daughter’s consciousness and wrapped her spirit in a cocoon of yar, then pulled her back to her body. She kept the connection to the clone with her yar open, and as soon as she felt Riah’s consciousness join her own body, she forced her own spirit down her channel of yar to the clone’s body. When she opened up her eyes to her new body, a pair of deep yellow eyes were staring down at her in panic as two soldiers roughly pulled her backwards.
***
Lori stared at Riah’s large hands and felt a sense of security she had not felt since her captivity began. There was something odd about her new friend, but she could not put her finger on what it was exactly. She knew Riah was either her link, or very closely related to the person who would be her link. It seemed strange, meeting her link in a human prison. If the shadow government had not shot her ship down, she might never have met Riah. She would have returned to her own world and spent the rest of her life searching among her own kind for her link.
“When do you think your mother will arrive?” Lori asked sleepily. It was a new kind of weariness she felt with Riah in her cell. She usually fell asleep exhausted, feeling wrung out from fear and hopelessness. It felt more like a warm blanket wrapped around her now, with no sense of fear or apprehension plaguing her mind.
“Very soon,” Riah whispered soothingly. “Probably before you wake up.”
Lori smiled and felt the darkness pull her under.
She awoke abruptly when the cell door began squealing as the guards tried to open it. Apparently, Riah had jammed the door when she had modified the room’s size.
“What’s going on?” Lori asked fearfully, looking over at Riah.
“I think—“ Riah broke off with a gasp. “She’s here!”
Riah’s face went slack and his body slumped forward. His resonance suddenly vanished as well.
“Riah, what’s wrong!” Lori asked franticly, reaching out and tentatively trying to shake her. It was like trying to move a steel beam.
Lori heard the door finally squeal open, and then guards were grabbing her from behind and pulling her outward. “Riah!”
Riah’s eyes popped open again and Lori gasped in shock. The person looking at her through those eyes could not have been Riah. They were coldly calculating as they studied her briefly, before focusing on the guards behind her. There was a new resonance inside Riah’s body as well, very close to Riah’s own. She reached down and almost casually tore the binding rings from her torso. Sparks showered away from the sundered rings, followed be a sense of vertigo.
Riah sprang forward, reaching around Lori and chopped her arm downward at the arms that were reaching through the cell door. The air was suddenly filled with loud curses as the guards pulled their crushed arms back out of the cell. Riah turned back to Lori and tore the binding rings off her chest, causing more sparks and a sense of vertigo.
“Wait here,” Riah said in a cold voice, filling Lori with a sudden dread.
Riah stepped out of the cell where two of the guards were nursing their crushed arms while six other guards stood warily pointing sonic stunners at her. Major Adams stood several paces behind the guards, staring in surprise.
“Put your weapons down, and I will let you live,” Riah said grimly.
In reply, the guards began squeezing their triggers. Riah’s suit lit up like a flare as high-powered microwaves ricocheted away, some of them hitting the guards firing them. Lori felt Riah’s yar reach out into the guard’s minds and channel a small spark of intense energy. A moment later, they all dropped to the ground dead.
Major Adams did not have a weapon, which was probably the only reason he was still alive. He stood watching Riah with the same disdain Lori had grown to dread seeing when he came looking for her. She knew he was not capable of fear.
“I see you no longer want to be a pacifist,” Major Adams said, investing the word with contempt. “Your mother will be overjoyed to see what we have made of you.”
Riah smiled at Major Adams unpleasantly. “If Riah were still here, she would probably try to stop me from what I am about to do. Unfortunately for you, I took over her clone as soon as I found your wavelength.”
“Her clone?” Major Adams repeated, looking puzzled for the first time Lori had ever seen.
“You don’t think we would actually send a real person to crash one of our vessels on your barbaric world now, do you? The only reason you have continued to live for the last several days is because Riah refused to abandon the clone for fear of what we would do to you.”
“Don’t waste your time threatening me,” Major Adams said contemptuously. “I have no fear of what you can do to this body.”
“Who said anything about your body?” Morindessa replied, her smile widening. “We have a special place for spirits like you, back on Shalilayo.”
Major Adams’ eyes widened, and he began backing away from Morindessa warily. Lori felt the person she now recognized as Morindessa reach out with her yar and hold the Major’s body in place. Her yar worked its way down his spinal column, creating small pops of energy as she tore his spirit away from his body. His body fell limply to the ground, but Lori could still sense his spirit trapped in Morindessa’s web of yar. Morindessa continued working on the web surrounding the former Major’s spirit, building a shell of complex energies and wavelengths far too sophisticated for Lori to understand. When she finished, all Lori could sense was a small absence of space in front of Morindessa.
“What did you do to him?” Lori asked hesitantly.
Morindessa looked back at her, and then blinked in surprise as she really looked. “I bound him until I return to Shalilayo, where he can join the other Fallen One’s in their prison.”
“Is Riah safe?” Lori asked hurriedly. Morindessa had an air of radiated danger and impending violence that made Lori very nervous.
“She’s safe,” Morindessa replied with a small smile as she studied Lori appraisingly. Lori blushed with the sudden realization that Morindessa had recognized the same thing about her resonance Riah had failed to sense. “I think you better stay close to me until we leave.”
Lori nodded. She did not intend to let Morindessa go anywhere without her. The clone Morindessa inhabited turned and began moving down the cellblock. Lori followed her with questions writhing in her mind. Riah was female? Lori knew some links were the same sex, but it was uncommon on her own world. That would certainly explain the strange incongruence Lori had felt in her presence. Spirits were distinctly male or female. Putting a female spirit in a male’s body did not change the sense of feminism the body radiated. The clone must have been the reason she could not feel Riah’s resonance clearly. She would have to be in her own body to radiate her true resonance.
The air suddenly lit up with arcing bolts of electricity all around the two of them. She knew the corridors were all wired with high voltage lines that would turn the steel hall into a microwave oven if the prison base was put on lockdown. She tried to get her breathing under control as she felt the cocoon of Morindessa's yar protecting her. A moment later, Morindessa shorted the high voltage lines with her yar. As soon as they walked out of the corridor they were met with a squad of cyborgs. They had a wide array of weaponry, from conventional bullets, to microwave guns and lasers. As the doors were forced open by Morindessa's yar, the squad opened fire. Lori couldn't stop herself from flinching as the deafening sound of a concussion grenade exploded under her feet. It had absolutely no effect on the two of them. The roar of gunfire only lasted for a split second before every cyborg in the squad dropped lifelessly to the floor. Lori had felt Morindessa create an almost imperceptible amount of energy to the neurotransmitter inside their heads, severing contact from their remote controllers.
They continued moving through the prison base to the sounds of high voltage discharges and gunfire. The first group of real human soldiers they encountered were huddled behind riot shields and had gasmasks shielding their faces. As soon as the first canister of tear gas was thrown, the entire group dropped to the ground dead. Morindessa reached out with her yar toward the tear gas, and a moment later it turned to powder and fell to the floor. Lori trembled at the thought of so many lives being snuffed out so easily. She had never thought of using yar as a weapon. The very idea made her sick to her stomach.
She felt another yar permeate the area around them. It must have been hundreds of miles away! Nobody’s yar was that strong. She felt a tremor rumble through the compound as the presence grew closer.
“Who’s yar is that?” Lori asked worriedly. She hoped the shadow government had not made any new alliances with races that could use yar.
“That would be my father, Lochanr,” Morindessa replied, stopping at the end of the row of cells. There were at least a hundred cells in this column, with thousands of other columns sprawled out around and above them. Morindessa reached out with her yar and a moment later all of the cell doors sprang open. Lori felt Morindessa’s yar form some kind of bond with her father and one other person. There was a series of loud detonations, and Lori felt the binding rings on the prisoners closest to her shatter. The sudden silence was filled with the overpowering sense of tens of thousands of people’s yar reaching out in wonder.
Lori kept looking around for guards, expecting them to charge them any moment. Her yar told her there were no humans within the two thousand feet she could reach. She suddenly recognized the lumps on the floors as dead bodies of guards lying on the floor of every hallway and room she could sense. Morindessa had certainly not killed that many of them, had she?
Morindessa’s yar created sound waves in the air, covering the entire prison compound. The voice she used to broadcast sounded nothing like the voice of the male clone. This must be the way her real voice sounded. “The Fallen One’s holding you captive have been removed. My people will be arriving soon with vessels to transport you to your home worlds.”
“What happened to all of the humans?” Lori asked tentatively.
Morindessa looked at her sympathetically, reminiscent of her daughter. “They will have another chance at life. Hopefully it will be better than this one was.”
Lori sighed sadly. She had hoped to save some of the guards. However, she would still trade the current situation for her previous one without a second thought. Everything felt dreamlike as she followed Morindessa through the halls. Could she really be free? She was almost afraid this was another ploy by the interrogators to build up her hope so they could smash it down again. It seemed to give them great pleasure. The only thing keeping her from doubting the reality of the situation was her restored ability to use yar. The humans would never have taken the binding rings off.
Lori felt Lochnar’s presence grow stronger as they neared the large cargo bays where the freight ships docked to unload supplies. Lori had never seen outside of the prison in her five years of captivity. She did not even know what planet they were on, if they were not just on a large ship in space. The open cargo bay doors showed nothing but blackness outside.
Lochnar stood waiting next to a highly reflective disc shaped vessel. There was a woman with lavender eyes next to Lochnar. Her arm was casually interlinked with a human. As Lori drew closer, she could see the pupils in the woman’s eyes were elliptical, rather than round. The three of them were all studying Lori with such an intense scrutiny that she faltered and came to a stop. The woman’s resonance was almost completely opposite of her own. She must have been closely related to her link. The man she was with was her link. His light brown eyes were filled with curiosity as he studied her.
Morindessa noticed her hesitation and turned to look back at her. “You need not fear them. They are your new family, after all.”
Riah barely had time to realize she was back in her own body before she felt the vessel phase into Shalilayo’s wavelength. She hurriedly reached out with her yar to the vessel, intending to return before Morindessa could do anything drastic. The vessel would not form a link when she reached out to it with her yar. Her mother must have guessed she would try to return and taken measures to prevent it. The vessel wasted no time returning to Shalilayo. Only a few seconds had passed when she sensed the resonance’s of thousands of Zeran’s rushing towards her as she descended from the sky. The vessel finally stopped and an opening appeared in the side with a ramp of light.
Her father was already at the landing site waiting for her. He rushed up the ramp and engulfed her in a fierce embrace before she could say anything.
“Riah, I’m so sorry!” Terrance began in a voice filled with shame. “I never should have made you go.”
Riah had been on the verge of demanding to return immediately, but his obvious sense of guilt and distress triggered Riah’s innate emotion of empathy, and she found herself smoothly derailed. “Father, it was my choice. I’m fine! They did not do anything bad to me. They couldn’t; they could not get the suit off.”
“So you’re all right?” Terrance asked hesitantly, searching her face with concern.
“Yes, of course,” Riah replied, and could not help a small laugh at his concern for her. “What were you worried about, I was in an invincible suit?”
Terrance’s face filled with relief when he heard her laugh. “I was just worried about how much damage they might do to you psychologically. The Fallen One’s are very skilled at manipulation and can play horrible mind games on people.”
Riah sobered up as she thought about her brief exposure to the Fallen One’s in control of the shadow government. If she had not been rescued so quickly, she might have learned a lot more than she wanted about their mind games. It must have been a horrible nightmare for Lori to have been there for five years. Lori!
“We have to go back!” Riah exclaimed as she pushed her thoughts back on track. “Lochnar will kill all of them! There are still a lot of good humans among them!”
“I know,” Terrance replied with a resigned sigh. “I did not want it to end this way either. I convinced them to move the human spirit’s to our world for their next rebirth. The Fallen One’s have created a machine to prevent the Earth humans from moving on to different worlds after they die. They have been forced to live under the same tyrants for the last sixteen hundred years.”
“Why?” Riah asked, aghast at the thought of being forced to relive every incarnation under the same brutal regime.
“They don’t want to draw attention to themselves,” Terrance replied. “They know the spirits who go to higher realms would come back to fight them.”
“What about all of the prisoners?” Riah asked urgently. “What if the Fallen One’s start hurting them when they are attacked?”
“The battle is already over,” Terrance told her reassuringly. “I received confirmation from Morindessa just before you arrived. The Fallen One’s are all bound. Lochnar is going to seal them in the prison beneath the planet with the rest of the Fallen One’s. There are several thousand vessels already transporting the former captives back to their home worlds.”
“Oh,” Riah said, feeling a wave of relief so strong she nearly lost her balance. “I was so worried about them.”
“Did you meet very many of them?” Terrance asked with a twinkle in his eyes.
“Just one,” Riah said slowly, feeling a small void just thinking about Lori. She looked at Terrance suspiciously. “What are you hiding?”
“Hiding?” Terrance asked innocently. “I am sure I don’t know what you mean.”
Riah stared at her father curiously. She had rarely seen him act so glib. It reminded her of Chale. What did he know about her that was so amusing to him? Could it have something to do with Lori? How would he even know who Lori was?
“Have you been in contact with mother?” Riah asked shrewdly.
“Of course,” Terrance replied lightly. “You know we always stay in contact.”
”Did she say if Lori had been transported home yet?” Riah asked, feeling a strange pang at the thought. “I wanted her to meet all of you.”
“I think there was something about a Lori being brought back to Shalilayo,” Terrance replied, squinting as if he were trying to remember. Riah knew he had a photographic memory. He could recall any event from any time with perfect clarity. He was being humorous again.
“You are certainly in an odd mood,” Riah said, tilting her head sideways as she looked at him.
“That’s part of being human,” Terrance replied with a grin. “We have these little mood swings from time to time. You’re lucky you are only half-human.”
“I don’t think luck had much to do with it father,” Riah disagreed with a small smile. She could be humorous too.
“Perhaps not,” Terrance admitted with laugh. “I’m sure glad to have you back here safe.”
Riah felt a renewed pang of sadness for the humans at the prison who never had a chance to feel this kind of love and acceptance. She hoped they were more fortunate in their next lives.
“How are the others doing on Earth?” Riah asked curiously. She did not actually feel very curious. She just asked because she could not make her mind stop thinking about Lori’s arrival. She wondered what her friend would think when she saw her in such a different body. Rather than appearing strong and capable, she looked fragile and vulnerable. Riah almost laughed at her small worries. Why did any of that matter anyway? What had gotten into her?
“They are doing well so far,” Terrance replied, watching her with the same amused twinkle in his eyes. She knew he could feel her emotions projecting her nervousness. Why did he find that amusing? “There are quite a few countries receptive to the idea of change. The leaders of the major powers on their world have all unanimously rejected us and ordered their military to attack us. The drones have had their hands full, figuratively speaking of course, keeping the military from causing any injuries among the population when they attack. The drones have phased most of them to their new world.”
“How are the humans doing on the new worlds?” Riah asked in concern. The Zerans had prepared almost a dozen worlds for the humans to live on, where the elements were not dense enough to produce nuclear technology. Each world was a paradise by human standards. The climates did not change. The trees and other plant life the Zerans arranged produced everything they needed naturally. There were also no other mammals or other species for the humans to kill and eat. Whether they liked it or not, their carnivorous diet was at an end.
“They are slowly adapting to a non-materialistic lifestyle,” Terrance replied with a faint smile. “We haven’t visited them yet to fix their minds so they can sense yar. There has been a small amount of violence, but nothing major. People can find food anywhere on their world, so when another human starts bullying them and trying to take control, they just leave. The fundamentalist religions are the only groups inciting violence of any kind.”
“That’s odd,” Riah said in surprise. “I would have thought the military would have been the most aggressive group.”
“No, they actually turned out to be the most peaceful,” Terrance said thoughtfully. “They retained a lot of their discipline, but the new ranking officers among them are good men for the most part. Most of them did not agree with their orders to fight us. If they had known the Fallen One’s were giving the orders, they probably would have mutinied.”
Riah felt her heart skip a beat as she felt Lochnar’s presence descend from the sky. He normally shielded his overpowering resonance. He must have been using his yar to keep the Fallen One’s captive. Why was she so nevous?
“It looks like I’ll get to meet your friend, Lori,” Terrance said with another amused grin.
Riah felt like there were butterflies in her stomach trying to escape. As soon as Terrance spoke her name, she felt a new wave of anxiety sweep through her system. She studied the feeling, trying to look at it in a detached manner. It was not the kind of anxiety she would associate with dread. It was more like eager expectation, strung up to a fever pitch. What was wrong with her? Had the Fallen One’s somehow done something to her system? Maybe there were side effects from leaving her body and inhabiting the clone.
Lochnar’s vessel descended from the sky swiftly, landing next to the vessel Morindessa sent to return her to Shalilayo. Riah felt a wave of shock flood her system as she felt the almost familiar sense of Lori’s resonance. It was the exact opposite of her resonance. The clone had blurred her resonance too much for her to notice when she had been with Lori in the prison. It felt like time was somehow slowing to a crawl. Riah stood watching the vessel with wide eyes as she felt the force of her resonance colliding with her link’s. It created a new, more pure resonance, as if their former resonances were incomplete musical notes. It felt intoxicating, like she was drugged on one of the Rajan Garden's more exotic concoctions. Her heart was running at full gallop and her chest rose and fell quickly with her quickened breath. So this was what it felt like to meet your link? Riah finally understood why people would search every part of the universe for their link.
Lori was the first person to exit the flying vessel. Her gaze locked on to Riah with an intensity rivaled only by her own. She did not even notice Lochnar walk past her, followed by Selindria, Michael and Morindessa. Her focus was dominated by the intense yellow gaze staring into her own lavender eyes. Lori was still only wearing the orange one-piece jump suit the shadow government forced captives to wear. Riah had not let them put one on her. Lori’s youthful face was filled with wonder. A loud chuckle behind her finally broke the spell. With a cry of relief, Riah ran over to Lori and jumped into her waiting arms.
“I was so worried they would try to hurt you in retaliation,” Riah almost sobbed with relief.
“I never would have believed I would say this, but I am glad the shadow government captured me,” Lori said with a rueful smile. “I never would have met you on my world.”
Riah pulled back slightly to look into Lori’s eyes. “We need to go back to your world and let your parents know you are safe now.”
“There were other prisoners from my world,” Lori replied. “I asked one of them to tell my mother what happened.”
“When did you know?” Riah asked curiously. “That we were links, I mean.”
“When you rescued me from the binding chair,” Lori said, smiling at what should have been a horrible memory.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Riah asked hesitantly.
“I was afraid the Fallen One’s were just playing mind games at first,” Lori said softly. “And then I couldn’t be sure because the clone you were inhabiting blurred your resonance slightly. I don’t think anyone on my world has ever had a link from another world. That was why I was asking you all of those questions about links.”
Riah suddenly felt foolish. How could she have been so dense? Even through the clone, she should have been able to recognize her link. Lori had practically come out and told her she was her link, and she still had not made the connection. Part of the problem was Lori being female. Riah had never expected her link not to be male. It was very rare on Shalilayo for links to be the same sex. She knew it happened all of the time on Earth though.
“What’s wrong?” Lori asked concernedly. Riah’s emotions were an open book to anyone in close proximity.
“Oh nothing,” Riah said with a bashful smile. “I was just thinking about how slow I was.”
“Nonsense,” Lori said fondly, brushing a stray strand of hair out of Riah’s eye. “I had five years to get used to prison life. It was still completely new to you.”
Riah felt a wave of overwhelming sympathy swell away from her. “I am so sorry you were stuck there so long. I cannot even imagine how terrible it must have been.”
“That chapter of my life is over now,” Lori said simply. “It was a very short part of my life too. We have a long time left to make much better memories now.”
Riah smiled and leaned forward in the embrace again, enjoying the warmth flooding her being as the friction of their opposing resonances ignited a fire that engulfed the two of them in a holy flame. She could definitely understand how a person could spend their entire life looking for something like this.
Chale glared at the television blaring on the wall in front of her. Listening to the politicians defame the Zerans had her temper on a low broil. What they claimed they knew about the Zerans was so grossly unbelievable Chale could not see how any of the humans would believe such nonsense. Were they really so dense?
"You know, you look kind of like the alien girl that was on TV earlier," a middle-aged man in blue jeans and a white t-shirt commented. His eyes looked odd, almost bleary. After scanning his system with her yar, she found large quantities of alcohol in his blood.
“She probably looks like your own mother with the amount of beer you’ve had,” Jason replied with a laugh as he rejoined her at the counter.
Chale saw Rod and Penelope come through the entrance and wave at her. Jason had told her he would be right back almost half an hour ago. She had just started worrying something might have happened to him. “What took you so long?”
“The internet is still crippled, so I had to redneck a lot of stuff to get to the server.” Jason saw Rod and Penelope moving towards them and grinned when he saw his sisters’ withering look.
"He brought you to a bar?" Penelope asked incredulously. "What a freaking idiot! Do I even dare ask why he brought you here?"
"I wanted to see how the average person was reacting to what your media is telling the world about the ‘aliens’," Chale replied with a faint smile. She had always thought her and Celdic's relationship as siblings was abrasive, but the three humans they had first picked up on Earth were showing her an entirely new chapter of degrading insults. They could have written a book on verbal abuse.
“And you couldn’t have taken her to a café or a doughnut shop?” Penelope demanded scathingly. “Nothing like a bunch of drunks to get cozy and discuss philosophy with, is there?”
“At least they tell it as they see it,” Jason said defensively. “They are too drunk to try to lie.”
“They tell it as they’re told to see it,” Penelope retorted in disgust. “Here, I’ll show you what I mean.”
She walked over and sat down on the seat next to the guy who had told Chale she looked like the alien girl. He looked up in surprise when he saw her focusing her full attention on him. Chale watched in fascination. Penelope was the living definition of the word blunt.
“So, my fellow boozer, what do you think of these here aliens?” Penelope asked with a forced joviality. “Do you think they are really going to help us?”
“Hell no!” The man said enthusiastically. “They are here to eat us! The government tried to warn us when they showed that television series V. These bastards are going to learn just how inhostibl--, inhopistable, inhsot—“
“Inhospitable?’ Penelope supplied sweetly.
“Yeah, that word,” he nodded vigorously. He lowered his voice and looked around conspiratorially. “You know, these buggers are behind all of those alien abductions you always hear about. They have probably been controlling our lizards the whole time.”
“Your lizards?” Chale whispered questioningly to Jason.
“I think he meant ‘leaders’.” Jason replied, grinning in amusement as he watched his sister continue her demonstration.
“Why are you here boozing if aliens are taking over our planet?” Penelope asked in a deadpan voice and a raised eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you be busy making yourself ‘inhostible’?”
“Well, there’s always time for a few more drinks,” he explained defensively. “I mean, do you really want to be sober when the end of the world comes?”
“Words of wisdom indeed,” Penelope agreed sagely. “I was just telling my idiot brother over there how fun it is to philosophize with inebriated primates. You have done a splendid job demonstrating your stunningly vacuous intellect. Good alien hunting.”
The man sat looking nonplussed as she walked away, unsure if he had just been complimented or insulted. After a moment her last sentence penetrated the layers of alcohol saturated brain tissue. “Yeah, good alien hunting to you too!”
“Any questions?” Penelope asked archly when she rejoined them.
“Just one,” Jason struggled to look grave. “Why did you stop questioning him so soon? We could have learned the entire conspiracy if you had kept at him.”
“Be my guest,” Penelope replied indifferently. “You might find it stimulating to talk with someone on the same intelligence level.”
“I think I’ve seen enough,” Chale interjected quickly. The smell of beer was definitely not pleasant. She reached out with her yar and studied one of the beer bottles on a table as she walked past.
"Ewe, gross,” Chale said in revulsion as her yar interpreted what the beer would taste like on her tongue. “You actually drink this stuff for enjoyment?”
“They say it’s an acquired taste,” Jason said critically. “I’ve never been able to drink enough of it to acquire the taste though.”
“I can see why,” Chale said with a shudder. “That is absolutely foul.”
“You’ve just described the typical bar,” Penelope commented dryly as they exited the building.
“So what did you find out about their servers?” Chale asked Jason curiously.
“The virus is hardware based,” Jason replied, his tone growing more business-like. “The network card manufacturers have been adding an entirely separate chip on the circuit boards that use completely different protocols and transmission frequencies than normal internet traffic. They are able to see everything on any computer and execute code with a complex script that converts the commands from their proprietary protocol to normal commands the computer understands. Anyone with access to a program capable of using their protocol can do the same thing.”
“In English please,” Rod said patiently.
“I even dumbed it down a lot,” Jason said in surprise. “It probably won’t translate properly to layman lingo because the words use more than two syllables.”
“Why are IT’s always such egomaniacs?” Penelope asked the air above her head. “What he is saying, Rod, is that if we can get our hands on one of their management computers, we will be able to break into any computer in the world.”
“Was I being egotistical?” Jason asked Chale defensively.
Chale glanced at Penelope, who nodded her head once. “Yes.”
“I just don’t understand how you can hear my thoughts and still not understand what I am talking about,” Jason told Penelope in exasperation. “Getting rid of these silly misunderstandings was the main reason I wanted my thoughts broadcasting to everyone around me anyway.”
“All we hear are the verbal representations of your thoughts, which is the same as speaking,” Penelope said slowly, as if she was talking to a child. “You have to project your actual thoughts if you want us to understand what you are thinking.”
“Oh, I guess that makes sense,” Jason said thoughtfully. “It might be difficult to get out of the habit of converting all of my thoughts to words though.”
“Surely not too difficult for you?” Penelope asked sarcastically.
“Well no, probably not,” Jason admitted quickly.
Chale shook her head ruefully. Was this what she and Celdic sounded like all of the time? It was almost entertaining in its cadence, and at the same time very grating. She had not found the bar to be particularly unpleasant. The owner kept the place very clean and every surface seemed to sparkle. Perhaps Irish Pubs were more sanitary than other bars?
While they walked down the sidewalk toward the park where they had landed the flying vessel, a shiny metallic drone zipped out of the sky at lightning speed, and then came to a dead stop in front of them. It was much smaller than the passenger vessel’s, only about five feet in diameter. Chale could feel the presence of Terrance’s yar through the small drone’s resonance.
“Morindessa has found the prison Riah is being held in, and is on her way to release her,” Terrance voice echoed in the air around them as he used the drone’s yar to synthesize the sound waves in the air. “We are going to need every vessel capable of transporting passengers so we can take the shadow government’s prisoners back to their home worlds. The drones will remain with you on Earth, but the Zeran healers are going to be delayed for at least a day or two.”
“Is she all right?” Chale asked fearfully. She had felt nothing but guilt since the time she had let Riah be the person to crash-land the vessel as a ploy to find the shadow government’s secret prisons.
“We don’t know anything except where she is at the moment,” Terrance said, and Chale could hear the tension in his voice. “I will let you know as soon as I learn anything new.”
“I guess we don’t need to break into the shadow government’s network after all,” Jason said regretfully.
“What city are you in?” Terrance asked curiously.
“Fairport, in New York,” Chale told him, amazed she had remembered. “Why?”
“Jalorm is trying to make contact with the reptilian race living beneath the surface,” Terrance said. “He’ll be entering near the North Pole, but they might not be friendly.”
“One could only hope,” Chale muttered under her breath.
“I’m sure he would be flattered to hear your opinion,” Terrance said dryly.
Chale grunted without saying anything. She had forgotten how well Terrance could hear. Obviously, it was not just in the flesh that he had excellent hearing.
“So what’s the plan now that you have found the prison?” Chale asked him. She hoped it had something to do with flying. She really liked flying the Zeran’s disk shaped vessel’s.
“What’s happening on Earth right now?” Terrance asked curiously. “After hearing our broadcast and seeing the drones I mean.”
“The stock market is on the verge of collapse,” Jason said with a frown. “It doesn’t look like society has been paralyzed yet, but it probably won’t be long before all the basic services stop working.”
“We have anticipated that,” Terrance assured them. “There is a race of beings living in the atmosphere who have agreed to help. They will provide all of the food required once the stores stop operating.”
“Who are they?” Jason asked, his eyes alight with curiosity.
“Think of them as whales, and then take away the carbon and replace it with lithium.”
“Shall I go ahead and continue with the address at noon?” Chale inquired doubtfully.
“Yes, I think so,” Terrance replied firmly. “They need to understand this part right from the start.”
There were cars pulling over on the road staring at the drone hovering in front of them. Chale could see phones out taking pictures and video all around them. They thought one drone was picture worthy when there were thousands patrolling the cities?
“I think they recognize you,” Rod said to Chale warningly.
“How do these people keep recognizing me?” Chale complained irritably. “I am dressed like one of them; I’m supposed to blend in.”
“It’s your resonance,” Terrance said with a smile in his tone. “Even without the ability to sense yar, these humans will notice something different about you.”
“Let me know as soon as Riah is safe,” Chale said by way of farewell.
“I will,” Terrance assured her. The drone flew away so fast it appeared to vanish.
“Well, shall we go tell the humans they aren’t allowed to kill the other species on this world anymore?” Chale said with a deep breath.
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Jason said with a broad grin.
Chale hoped Terrance’s friends in the atmosphere really were capable of feeding the human population. The human race was done murdering other races as a source of food and entertainment.
Dennis was at his favorite donut shop in Fairport with several of his fellow police officers. They were all facing the television as the clock moved closer to noon. Dennis wondered what the alien girl would tell them today. There had been no trouble with rioting in the cities yet, in large part because everyone was in a state of shock over the sudden appearance of aliens from another world interrupting their normal television programs. Dennis was pretty certain there would be riots though. People always used any excuse available to give in to their base instincts.
The police chief had told them not to fire their weapons at the drones under any circumstances. So far, Dennis had not seen the drones do anything but fly around the city in a blur of speed. There were reports from other officers claiming the drones were vaporizing anyone who shot at them or attempted any kind of aggressive action against another human or animal.
The news stations had taken over the normal television programs since the first alien broadcast the previous day. They were interviewing senators, congressional representatives, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and any university professor who had enough degrees in foreign policy to claim some kind of knowledge on how to react to the alien invasion. The president was scheduled to give a televised address later in the day.
Dennis focused on the television as an anchor appeared and announced something new.
“We are receiving reports and a few videos taken from phones that some kind of battle is taking place at the capitol building in Washington DC,” the news anchor announced. She had a distracted look Dennis had learned to associate with news anchors when they were being fed information through an earpiece instead of a script. “It appears one of the alien flying saucers landed outside the capitol building and some of the aliens are attempting to enter the building.”
A grainy video clip appeared on the screen showing a male and female alien walking toward the capitol building from their flying saucer. They only made it halfway there when a group of police officers and soldiers intercepted them. The soldiers waved their guns at the ground, obviously telling the aliens to lay down and put their hands behind their backs. When the two aliens just kept walking towards them, one of the soldiers lowered his aim and shot at the male alien’s leg. Then everything went crazy. The drones filling the skies were suddenly pouring into the scene below and intercepting anyone with a gun. There were small flashes followed by guns dropping to the ground as both drone and soldier vanished. The drones moved so quickly that the entire group of soldiers and police officers were gone in a few seconds.
The two aliens continued walking towards the capitol building, apparently unhurt by the shots fired by soldiers. More law enforcement vehicles were arriving behind them, but the drones whisked away any of them who drew their firearm.
“We’re not sure what the aliens are attempting to do,” the news anchor announced in a voice well trained for simulating the appropriate emotion. “This clip was taken a few minutes ago. There aren’t any news crews onsite yet because of the no-fly restriction over DC, but—“
The news room image disappeared and was replaced by the alien girl who had spoke the previous day. There were a few other aliens in the background of what looked like the inside of one of their flying saucers. Everyone in the donut shop immediately leaned closer to the television.
“We have sent representatives to your leaders to discuss the changes necessary for your society’s survival,” the girl began in the same pleasant voice as before. “We will continue updating you with changes or noteworthy events everyday at noon. From what we have seen on your media, your leaders are trying to paint us as evil aliens trying to steal your resources. For a race of beings that can travel to any dimension on this planet, we can assure you that fighting another species over resources would be unnecessary to say the least. We hoped your leaders would be open to diplomatic solutions to the current problems, but it appears the humans on this world react to change with aggression and violence. We know there are some among you who seek peace and understand things must change on your world. For those of you who refuse to accept this change and choose to react with violence and aggression, we have prepared eleven worlds, all of them variations of this world, where you will be relocated to live. These new worlds lack the necessary elements for future generations of humans to create nuclear technology. There are no other mammals on these worlds. The trees produce all of the food and sustenance you will need to survive. The planet is not tilted on its axis in those dimensions, so the seasons do not change. You will have no need to worry about shelter or food.
My people have the ability to sense our environment around us, and to some degree control it. We call this ability yar. Your species had this ability at some time in the past, but at some point your evolution was tampered with by another species and blocks were put up in your minds to keep you from using it. We have learned how to remove these blocks in your minds, and will be visiting you on whatever world you end up on to help you use yar. Many of the problems your race is causing are a direct result of your inability to use yar. One of the things you recognize with the ability to use yar is what your religions call the spirit. Spirit is an entity that inhabits your physical body from the moment you are born until you die. It is your essence, your core personality as it has evolved from one incarnation to the next. If you had been able to sense these spirits, it is unlikely you would ever have begun killing other life forms for your food. This practice must stop immediately. When multiple races evolve on a world, it is expected that the first race to evolve the furthest will act as an older sibling to the other races, helping the younger members of your world through the pitfalls you made on your journey to sentient life. To turn these beings who should be like family into a food source is absolutely horrifying. The mindset humans on Earth have become entrenched in, that anything not human is all right to kill, is an abomination to life. Each of you have made the journey in these other creature’s forms through thousands of incarnations, until you finally arrived in one of the highest sentient species on your world. Having the journey interrupted forces the spirit to start the incarnation over again, holding it back from the next step of life.
We have prepared a world for the species on Earth who have been domesticated and turned into food stock. Our drones have already begun relocating them to their new homes, where they can live out their journey without interruption. Anyone found hunting other species who are not domesticated once your domestic food source is gone, will be transported to one of the new worlds where there are no other mammals to kill.
The shadow government responsible for keeping you in a state of perpetual darkness is no longer in control. We have removed them from their strongholds of power and placed them in one of the worlds prepared by the Zerans.
We understand the problem of finding enough food to sustain your population since your diet has been shaped around the flesh of other beings. There is a race living in your atmosphere who offered to provide food for humanity. You will discover what look like small resinous honeycombs every morning on the ground. They contain all of the necessary nutrients to sustain you throughout the day.
The last thing I am going to address today is your world’s climate change. Your world is prone to erratic weather patterns because of its tilted axis. An ice age will begin covering the northern hemisphere in ice within the next few decades. Preparations will need to begin for those living in the northern regions to relocate to the southern continents. This is not a critical issue yet, but it will need more attention once the changes in your society are complete.
I will speak with you again tomorrow at noon.”
Her image stayed on the screen for several more seconds before the news anchor finally re-appeared. She looked quite flustered as she struggled to contain her true emotions of the alien broadcast. “Well there you have it,” she said in a bemused state. “The aliens you saw in Washington DC at the capitol building are trying to meet with our elected leaders.”
There was a brief pause as the woman listened to her earpiece. “No, I don’t care if I wasn’t supposed to say that. I’ve got better things to do than fabricate news about obviously peaceful aliens.”
With that, she stood up and took her earpiece off. The camera hurriedly swung away from her, then went to a commercial.
“They don’t use animals to make donuts do they?” Dennis asked the stunned clerk behind the counter.
***
Celdic ignored the people plastering themselves to the walls as he and Li walked down the large halls of the capitol building. Jason and Rod had tried to convince Terrance it was a waste of time to approach the elected leaders, but Terrance insisted on going through the motions of diplomacy. The warm reception of soldiers outside the capitol building made it fairly obvious to Celdic how diplomatic their leaders were going to be.
“Do we smell funny or something?” Li asked Celdic with a small smile as another political aid plastered himself against the wall as they passed by.
“We don’t stink like rotting meat,” Celdic replied dryly. He had noticed the Earth humans’ carnivorous diet left them with a distinctly unpleasant odor.
“Now that’s not very diplomatic,” Li chided lightly.
“Neither is getting shot,” Celdic said with a small shake of his head. “It’s hard to believe how blasé they are about killing.”
“Just remember it’s not entirely their fault,” Li said patiently. “Whoever messed up their evolution is ultimately responsible for what they have become.”
Celdic grunted noncommittally. Taking the blame away from the humans took all the fun out of what they were doing. He could sense a crowd of politicians trying to escape the main room, though it was slow going through the bottlenecked exits. Celdic reached out with his yar and sealed the area so the remaining representatives would not be able to escape. The crowd started getting ugly as those in back began crushing the people in front up against the barrier he had created. Celdic shook his head in disgust and created several more barriers between the rows of people jamming together, forcing them apart.
“They seem rather spirited,” Li commented lightly.
“That wasn’t the word I was thinking of,” Celdic muttered.
“Diplomacy…” Li reminded him softly.
As the two of them approached the entrance to the House Chamber where the politicians and their aides were still trying to push through the barrier, those at the front began backing up fearfully. Celdic almost shook his head in disgust again. What did they think the two of them were going to do? Kill them like they tried to do to him and Li?
The two of them entered the House Chamber with a bubble opening around them as the suited men and women pulled away from them. Li stepped slightly in front of Celdic, obviously not trusting his diplomatic skills.
“On behalf of the humans and Zerans from my world, I bid you greetings,” Li told the group, enhancing her voice with her yar so it carried throughout the room. “We had not intended to cause a panic. Please accept our sincere apologies. We have come to discuss our purpose on your world. As the representatives for your race in this part of the world, we chose to try and work with you to bring about the necessary changes that must take place on your world. Please return to your seats and make yourselves comfortable. We are not a violent race and have no intention of harming you.”
Li’s gentle voice had the desired effect of calming the panicked politicians enough for them to slowly return to their seats. It was either that, or stand around by the entrance like a flock of sheep. Celdic felt one of the drones enter the building and move toward the House Chamber. It was invisible, so the humans would be unable to see it. Terrance wanted their discussion with Earth’s representatives to be broadcasted to the rest of the world, but without their political maneuvering and pandering toward what they thought the public wanted to hear. As long as they did not know they were on every channel in the world, Terrance thought they might be more open in their true concerns and opinions.
“Before we begin any discussion, we want you to be aware of what we are telling the rest of the world in today’s broadcast,” Li told the now assembled senators and congressional representatives.
The invisible drone projected a twenty-foot screen showing Chale on their vessel with Lendel and the other humans behind her. She looked impressive in her otherworldly body armor suit, with its deep red and blue swatches and cream-colored accents tracing the creases. Celdic could not help feeling a small swell of admiration as he watched his sister deliver their message flawlessly. Celdic knew he would not have been able to speak so eloquently; his speech probably would have contained the words barbarians and murderous savages. When she finished the address, the room was silent as the politicians tried to comprehend everything they had just been told.
“Do any of you have any questions or concerns in regards to what you just heard?” Li asked the assemblage politely.
There was an uneasy grumble as the politicians finally started muttering in outrage to each other under their breath. One of the men stood up with a deep breath and looked determinedly down at Li.
“These restrictions are completely unacceptable,” the man proclaimed loudly. “If you truly are peaceful aliens, why are you interfering in human affairs? What gives you the right to dictate what we can eat and how we should live our lives? I can see no possibility of peace as long as you act as conquerors rather than peaceful visitors.”
“Those are good questions that deserve answers,” Li replied with a nod. “As for your first question, we are interfering with human affairs because your affairs are wreaking havoc on our worlds. Every time you detonate a nuclear device, it creates an echo in all of the other dimensions on this planet. We have lost entire cities as a result of your nuclear testing in the past. As for your second question, the same thing gives us the right to defend the lower species on your world as the right you automatically assume you have to kill and eat these creatures. Have you asked them how they feel about being a menu item on your dinner table? Of course not, because you have convinced yourselves that other species are not capable of intelligent thought, and since they have no voice to object to their treatment you assume it must not bother them. This is not the case. We can understand the species on your world, and they are definitely not happy with the current situation.”
“And we are just supposed to take your word on faith that you really can talk to these animals?” the man asked skeptically.
Li smiled widely at the man as he stared down at them with barely veiled contempt. “Perhaps you're right. Unless you are able to communicate with these animals, you won’t know for sure that they do not enjoy being your food supply.”
Celdic reached out with his yar and began changing the neural structure in the man’s brain the way Terrance had instructed them. The man’s eyes widened as he realized they were doing something to him.
“What are you doing to me?” He asked in a much less arrogant voice than before.
“We are fixing your mind, so you can talk with your animals,” Li said sweetly, investing all of her contempt for their use of the word ‘animals’.
Celdic felt the man’s resonance building as he continued opening the final blocks in his DNA. His resonance stopped growing much earlier than he expected after seeing how strong the other Earth humans were. He was not even as strong as the spiders on Shalilayo. Even so, he stood gaping, as his mind was flooded with a deluge of information from his yar as it reached out around him and sensed the environment in ways he never imagined possible.
The other congressional representatives were staring at their colleague with rapt anticipation, obviously expecting some visual representation of what the aliens were doing to him. From the awestruck look on his face, it was apparent he was being affected by something.
Li looked around at the other politicians with a slight curve to her lips. "We will be healing all of you so that you can use your yar. Once you are capable of sensing the world as sentient beings, we will give you one week of your time to make the decision to live peacefully, or be relocated to a new world."
When Celdic finished healing the remainder of the congressman in the hall, the sense of hundreds of resonances filled the area. He turned and left the large hall with Li at his side as the clamor of astonished voices built to a crescendo.
"So do you think they will make the right decision?" Li asked him curiously.
"Not a chance," Celdic replied dourly. "I think our human friends were right; these politicians are ruled completely by self-interest."
"I hate to say it, but I think you're right," Li said sadly. After a moment, she brightened. "Ok, let's go visit Riah now."
"Making a side trip to Shalilayo is a little out of the agenda at this point don't you think?" Celdic asked pointedly.
"You don't want to see how Riah is doing after her ordeal?" Li asked disbelievingly.
Celdic sighed. He was sure Riah was fine if she was with Terrance on Shalilayo, but it was obvious Li was not going to be satisfied until she saw Riah alive and well and in person.
"Ok, Shalilayo it is," Celdic gave in with a shrug. It was not as if a side trip would take very much time in vessels capable of moving to new star systems in the blink of an eye.
When they exited the building and approached their vessel, a score of curious humans were circling the disk as they tried to find the entrance. When they saw he and Li returning, they hurriedly backed away from the flying vessel. There were plenty of gasps and cries of amazement as Celdic activated the light ramp and the side opened inward on itself to make an entrance. Celdic bonded his yar with the vessel's yar and began the short trip back to Shalilayo.
***
Li watched the world of Shalilayo grow larger as their vessel descended to the Zeran continent. There were quite a few vessels on the ground, some of them obviously not of Zeran origin. The Zerans did not use dead technology from mining metals out of the planet. Everything the Zerans used was grown biologically.
"Can you feel that?" Celdic asked in amazement as he looked down at their landing zone. "Is that Riah's link?"
Li's eyebrows climbed in astonishment as she felt the force of Riah's resonance combined with her Link's resonating against each other. "Where did she find her Link, I wonder?"
When they reached the ground, Terrance and his growing family were waiting for them. Riah was leaning back against a woman with brilliantly shining brown hair. The woman's bright yellow eyes were watching the vessel expectantly. As soon as the ramp appeared, Li ran down to Riah and wrapped her in a tight embrace.
"I'm so sorry we let you go," Li said remorsefully. "I should have gone instead."
"Nonsense," Riah said with a radiant smile. "I never would have met my link if I let someone else go. This is Lori."
Li stood up and smiled welcomingly at Lori. "I think I'm jealous."
"What?" Celdic demanded indignantly.
Li turned around in mock surprise. "Oh, there you are Celdic."
Lori tried to pay attention to Riah’s family and friends, but the feeling of her link’s resonance mixing with her own was making it difficult to think straight. They were all watching her with varying degrees of interest and indulgence. In any other circumstance, she would have been embarrassed, but in the flood of colliding resonances, she felt too bemused to feel self-conscious. She was glad Riah’s grandfather, Lochnar, was gone. She was terrified of the towering Talon and his towering contempt for everyone and everything.
“I suppose we should go find something else for you to wear,” Riah said finally, as she took in her link’s prison attire. The orange jump suit was the most uncomfortable article of clothing Lori had ever worn, and she was certain it was designed that way on purpose.
“Just can’t wait to get her out of her clothes, huh?” Chale smirked impishly.
Riah turned bright red and stared wide-eyed at Chale as the sudden thoughts of seeing Lori naked ran unbidden through her head.
Celdic elbowed his sister sharply, which didn’t accomplish anything since she was still in an invincible suit. “Lendel, control your other half.”
Li was biting her lip as she tried to stifle a giggle and the rest of the group was struggling unsuccessfully to contain their own mirth. Before anyone else could say anything, Lori took Riah by the hand and led her toward the entrance to the large tree.
“So where is our room?” Lori asked with a small smile.
Riah had to swallow before she found her voice. “I’ll show you.”
She heard Chale make one more saucy remark as they disappeared into the tree house. “I think we have seen the last of those two for a little while.”
---
“Chale, one of these days someone is going to tie your tongue into a knot,” Celdic told his sister acidly.
“Oh quit being such a baby, Celdic,” Chale retorted airily. “Riah is such a prude; she just needed a little prompting to get her thoughts going in the right direction.”
“Oh, I see,” Celdic said sarcastically. “You were being supportive.”
“I like to perform these little acts of service wherever possible,” Chale replied with a toss of her head.
"Let's go check up on the politicians," Terrance suggested lightly.
"Now there is a group of egomaniacs who belong on an island with each other," Li muttered darkly. "Just hearing the vile thoughts going through their big heads as they looked at me like a piece of meat made me feel dirty."
"An island is pretty much what they will be getting," Terrance said grimly. "The dimension we are putting them in only has a few thousand square miles above sea level."
They followed Terrance into the tree house and into the viewing room. Celdic connected his yar to the crystal sphere at the center of the room and his vision was immediately transported to the Hall of Congress. At least a quarter of the representatives were absent. The speaker for the defense committee was addressing the other senators and members of congress.
"It is obvious we are no match for their technology," the snide looking speaker spoke dismissively. "However, it won't take long to learn how to use their own technology now that we can use yar, so we need to play along for the time being as if we accept their rules."
"What are we going to eat though?" Complained one of the obese senators. "I for one, do not plan on living off of salad for the rest of my life."
There were quite a few rumbles of agreement throughout the large hall. The Speaker shook his head disdainfully. "You will just have to go on a diet for a while then, and lord knows most of you could use it."
The hall erupted into loud protests and curses from plump, red-faced politicians. The view went dim and Celdic pulled his yar back and looked at Terrance.
"I think it is obvious this lot won't be allowed to stay on Earth," Terrance said softly. "Let's go show them to their new home."
Celdic grinned wolfishly as he and Li followed Terrance to one of the flying vessels, with the others trailing behind.
"What about Lori and Riah?" Li asked Terrance hesitantly.
"Oh I think they'll probably be occupied for quite a while, and this should just take a few minutes," Terrance said with a knowing smile.
Li blushed slightly as she glanced back at the tree house. "OK, as long as she doesn't feel left out."
Terrance just grinned and walked up the ramp of light.
"What are you two laughing at?" Li asked Chale and Lendel tartly.
"You sis," Lendel said with a broad grin. "I thought Celdic already had the birds and the bee's discussion with you."
Before Li could find a retort, Terrance bonded with the vessel and a moment later, they were landing on the road in front of the Hall of Congress.
"I thought you couldn't travel through the wavelengths?" Celdic said questioningly at Terrance.
"I don't have to anymore," Terrance replied with a pleased grin. "This is my latest breakthrough in dimension travel. It actually only transports a physical projection of my body here, while the real me exists in the other wavelength."
"Neat trick," Chale said, looking impressed.
The few people on the streets soon cleared out when they saw the flying vessel land. They obviously remembered what had happened the last time. Terrance sealed off the building with his yar as soon as they landed. The youths followed him into the large building and were once again treated like they had the plague. The aids and aids to the aids, and the secretary's and undersecretary's plastered themselves to the walls as the group walked past. When they reached the entrance to the main hall, the security guard took one look at them and ran off.
Most of the politicians were still seated when Terrance and his companions entered the room. Most of the aged men in the room could not keep their hate and contempt from showing. Someone tried to say something to them, but Terrance raised his arm and spun it in a wide arc. The world around them blurred and then sharpened again. They were suddenly on a tropical beach with giant trees bursting with fruit. The politicians gaped at the sudden change in scenery.
"This will now be your home," Terrance told the old men coldly. "You have chosen your path, and now you shall live with it."
"But you didn't give us a week!" The head of the defense council protested shrilly.
"After watching you for a little while it was obvious you didn't need a week," Terrance replied grimly. "You already made your choice. Farewell."
There was another blur and then they were back on their flying vessel. A few seconds later, they were back in Shalilayo.
“What do you think the leaders of the free world are going to do now?” Chale asked with a grin.
“Let’s go find out,” Terrance replied with a grin of his own.
They followed Terrance back to the viewing room and linked up with the crystal. Celdic’s vision blurred, and then refocused viewing the politician’s new world. There were heated debates erupting throughout the elderly group of former world controllers. The Speaker for the House was addressing the largest crowd.
“You have to face the facts,” the overweight, balding man asserted forcefully to the disgruntled collection of suited, grey haired men. “Without some form of hierarchy, none of us will survive. We need to continue practicing our current system of governing. We all know what anarchy is like. We need to work together.”
“So you want to remain top dog?” One of the senator’s aids asked derisively. “As far as I’m concerned, there is more than enough food and shelter to survive just fine without any help from the rest of you. I’m done being the servant at the bottom of the totem pole.”
Celdic shifted his focus to another group of suited men. There were only five of them huddled closely together talking quietly.
“We need to destroy the food supply if we want to have any kind of control over the rest of them,” the head of the CIA was saying grimly. “As long as they can get food and shelter without any outside help they will have no reason to obey us. We must remove their sense of security.”
Celdic shifted his focus to another group, shaking his head in amazement as he listened to the group of poisonous men. The next group was composed of a dozen men standing apart from the others.
“We need to make some weapons and make an example of the more useless old men,” one of the former aids was telling a nodding group of middle-aged men. “As long as we have the weapons, we will be the masters from now on.”
The conversations were much the same with each group Celdic focused on. It was sickening the way every single one of the former officials tried to gain advantage over their peers. Even with nothing left to gain, they could not seem to stop their deceitful nature.
"I noticed there weren't any women among them," Lendel said musingly. "I take it you don't plan on having people on that world for very long."
"No matter what horrible deeds a woman has done, there is no way I could bring myself to leave her alone with that den of vipers," Terrance replied disgustedly. "Those men will remain quarantined until they pass on to their next life."
"It's too bad Jason and his friends couldn't see what became of their former government," Chale said with a steely gleam in her eye. "I think they would have been very happy to see their illustrious leaders now."
"I'm sure they'll get a chance to see them," Terrance said dryly. "They'll probably become an educational theme for future generations to show their children how dark human nature can be."
"Do you really think having the ability to use yar will keep the other humans from reverting back to barbarism?" Li asked Terrance doubtfully.
"Yes, as a matter of fact I do," Terrance replied firmly. "When a race begins to collectively move into sentient life, instead of individually, they usually do not revert back. I think the Earth humans will have a lot to offer the rest of the multi-verse. They have experienced horrors most worlds could never imagine, and still they have clung to the ideal of love. I believe humans have the capacity to become one of the wisest races in the multi-verse."
Li looked thoughtful as she pondered his outlook on the Earth human's future. Celdic pulled her into a tight squeeze, enjoying the nearness of her. She looked up into his eyes and smiled questioningly.
"Just enjoying your presence," Celdic murmured quietly.
Li's smile widened and she pulled him tighter, laying her head against his shoulder.
"So what's next?" Chale asked Terrance curiously.
"Let's go see Morindessa," Terrance replied, his eyes lighting up at the thought of his link. "She's been keeping an eye on the Earth humans. Let's find out how they are doing."
They met Morindessa at the very top of one of the gargantuan trees. Terrance was grinning in amusement as he looked at his wife's flushed face.
"What's the matter?" Chale asked suspiciously, as she studied Morindessa's spiky resonance. "Why are we meeting at the top of the tree?"
Morindessa flushed even deeper, but Terrance answered for her. "It appears that Riah's overpowering emotional projections are a little too distracting for us to meet inside the normal conference room," Terrance said with a chuckle.
Morindessa laughed at Terrance's description. "Indeed. I think we should keep a goodly distance from Riah and Lori until they are ready to join us again."
"Really?" Chale said, intrigued. "What's it like?"
"I don't think we want to go there," Celdic said hastily, blushing bright red. He had already been embarrassed enough with Riah when she read his thoughts on the flying vessel. He did not need something else to invade his thoughts at the wrong moment.
"Prude," Chale accused, shaking her head in disappointment. "Li, you really need to work on him."
Li stepped into Celdic's arms and kissed him deeply. "Would now be a good time?"
Chale laughed delightedly. "No, I suppose it can wait until we finish with the humans."
"So what's going on with our rowdy neighbors?" Lendel asked Morindessa with a half smile.
"So far everyone is remaining peaceful," Morindessa replied in her rich voice. "However, there are still a lot of fundamentalist religions laying plans for an uprising once an opportunity presents itself. Their ministers have convinced them we are demons sent by the devil."
"Just call me Satan," Terrance said wryly as the youth's from Tenral looked at him in puzzlement. "It's one of their traditions mixed in with their belief in an all powerful deity. They believe the devil is a fallen angel who tempts humans to sin against their god's laws."
"Sounds like shirking responsibility for their own actions to me," Li commented with a frown.
"Indeed," Terrance replied with a sigh. "Their history is rich with myths of other deities, and every few thousand years a new one arises. It is one of the side effects of progressing toward sentient thought without the ability to use yar. They have to rely completely on their mechanical instruments to observe the world around them. When events occur which their sensing instruments cannot explain they begin to comprehend that there is much more out there beyond the physical realm. With yar, they could identify what exists beyond the physical realm. Without yar, they have to use their own imagination, which has an amazing capacity for forming incorrect conclusions.”
“So what do you want to do about the remaining religious people who plan to make trouble?” Chale asked intently. “Are we going to just send them to the other worlds where we sent the first wave of fundamentalists?”
“I think we need to address them first,” Terrance replied thoughtfully. “There are some among them who may break away from their original programming. I think if we identify the individuals involved in these groups, we can give them a choice. They can either learn to live in peace and accept that holy wars are not representative of any benevolent god, or they can choose to join their fellows on the new worlds.”
Morindessa wrapped her arm around Terrance’s shoulder fondly. “I also meant to tell you Lori’s parents will be visiting soon. They want to meet their daughter’s link.”
“Very good,” Terrance replied approvingly. “I am looking forward to meeting them as well.”
Jason squirmed around in his seat, futilely trying to find a comfortable position on the church pew. Rod was not having any more success, causing Penelope to hiss at him to hold still. She had finally given up on the elbowing since the invincibility suits blocked any pain a good ribbing might cause.
“What’s the name of this church?” Rod whispered as the congregation went through the ritual spasm of groveling and sitting back again for the next five minutes.
“Lady of our Consumption, I think,” Jason whispered back with a grin. “Why?”
“Are you serious?” Rod asked with an irreverent gleam to his eyes. “No wonder Americans are so fat. They are worshipping food!”
Penelope forgot about the suit and jabbed her elbow into his ribs with a hissed, “you two shut up, for God’s sake!”
“If it is for God’s sake, you better shut that priest up as well,” Jason replied with a nod in the direction of the highly decorated priest droning on in a monotonous voice. “God’s going to fall asleep if someone doesn’t do something to lighten the mood in here.”
Someone giggled on the row behind them, followed by a swift admonition by the parent to be quiet. Quite a few of the congregation members near them looked ready to do violence if they did not shut up, though there were a few who appeared to agree with Jason. After several minute of groveling, the priest began to pontificate.
“My children, it is a heavy cross you must bear in these latter days,” the priest began with a slightly overdone sense of melancholy. “The Lord has chosen us poor sinners to be tested by the greatest temptation of all. What is this temptation, you ask? It is the temptation to be healed by the evil one, to put our trust in the imposters who seem so benevolent on the outside. It is the temptation to believe in the lie that there is no Hell, and that your sins are not sins at all. It is the temptation to believe that heaven can exist on this sinful earth. Some of you have begun to question the very existence of our eternal father, accepting the imposter’s claims that there is no Supreme Judge. The very idea that your souls have always existed before our Holy Father created them in your bodies is blasphemy. This is truly the test of our age, and I fear very much that many of you shall perish in everlasting hellfire. Do not let the Master of Lies take you without a fight. We are here for you, my children. You can confide in us. The time will come when the Lord our God shall call forth his saints to cast off the evil yoke binding them to the devil, and you must all be ready for that day. We have set aside time after services to speak to each of you individually for several minutes in order to assuage any personal fears you may have. Please take this time to visit with each other as you wait your turn to speak with us.”
After some more singing and chanting, the congregation finally arose and began forming a loose line outside the priest’s offices. Some of the youths gathered near Jason while the older people stood in the line talking to each other in sober tones about the aliens occupying their world.
“The priest told us earlier that we shouldn’t eat the scones that are appearing on the ground in the morning and evening,” a slim dark haired woman told another woman with concern. “How are we supposed to eat? None of the grocery stores get food anymore.”
“I know,” The short chubby blonde woman replied nervously. “I don’t have any food storage, and the only thing we have growing that is edible is tomatoes.”
“Have faith ladies,” an elderly man in a priest’s attire admonished them loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “This is but a temporary fast before the Lord. He shall provide you with the nourishment you need so long as you remain firm in your conviction of the Lord Jesus.”
Both women looked down and avoided anyone’s eye, looking ashamed for doubting the priest’s words. Jason new he should keep his mouth shut, but his mouth was just not listening.
“So how long do we wait without food?” Jason inquired with raised eyebrows. “Is there some reason the Lord wants us to starve before he arrives?”
The priest’s eyes hardened as he looked at Jason coldly. “Fasting shows the Lord your willingness to sacrifice your needs in his name. After all he has done for you, can you not give such a small thing back?”
“I wouldn’t mind sacrificing my needs for him,” Jason replied conversationally. “However, I want to know the reason for the sacrifice before I do it. Why is starving yourself the way Jesus prefers you prove your love to him? Couldn’t I prove it to him by feeding the hungry and helping the sick? Besides, Jesus can see into my heart; he knows my thoughts and feelings toward him. I don’t think he needs demonstrations, not if he really is a loving God, because he wouldn’t want to see me suffer.”
“You have strayed very far from the path indeed,” the priest proclaimed loudly. “Be very careful, for I very much fear the Lord shall cast you into the lake of fire if you do not change your ways. The devil has taken your heart and is speaking through your voice, even now trying to lead God’s people astray. Be wary of this serpent my fellow brothers and sisters; this man is a liar and a child of Hell.”
“I think you might have a better understanding of your God if he actually talked back to you,” Jason said with a smile as he gazed around the room. “Therefore, I am going to take the blinders off each and every one of you so you can see the truth for yourself.”
“This is a house of God!” The priest protested shrilly. “You shall not practice your dark sorceries here, spawn of Satan!”
Jason ignored him, reaching out with his yar to begin the healing process in the congregation’s minds. As each person was given the ability to sense yar, their faces took on a look of awestruck wonder. As the priest watched the people’s faces light up with the enjoyment of their new senses, he began to sputter and try to force them out of the church. He grabbed Jason’s arm and tried to drag him to the door. He might as well have tried dragging a stone pillar. Jason did not even pause in his work of healing the other members. Once the members all had the ability to use yar, Jason turned to look at the priest who was still tugging on his arm while chanting prayers as if they would break the demons strength. Jason smiled and then healed the priest.
“What did you do to us?” A tall dark haired woman asked in amazement.
“We restored your ability to sense the world with your spirit, as well as your body,” Jason replied gently. “Now you can see with your own mind what your spirits truly are.”
"This is amazing," the woman said in wonder. Her eyes were bright with excitement as she eagerly studied her surroundings with her new ability. "This is my spirit's way of sensing things?"
"Yes," Jason replied easily. "This is the missing link between religion and god. You will never again need to doubt the eternal nature of your soul."
"I don't understand," the priest whined in consternation. "Why hasn't the Lord protected me from your black sorceries?"
"Because there is nothing black about them," Jason replied gently. "For once in your life, think for yourself and question the reality you have been programmed from birth to accept. Stop wasting your time on silly rituals and frilly clothes, and just teach people how to be nice to each other."
The priest's eyes filled with doubt as he finally tried to look at his beliefs from another perspective for the first time in his life. He could feel the joy of his congregation as their minds found reassurance in the evidence that they really were eternal beings. Evil could not produce such joy. "What am I supposed to do with my life? I've spent my whole life training for this role in life."
"You won't be alone in your search for purpose," Jason assured the priest comfortingly. "The majority of jobs on this world are now obsolete. There will no longer be a workforce required to survive in human society. You will need to find purpose in learning how to use your new abilities to help not just humans, but the other species sharing this world with us."
The first thing Dennis noticed when he went outside to fetch the morning news paper was a thin covering of white donut shaped cakes on the ground. He grinned to himself with anticipation. Maybe he wouldn't be losing his favorite food group after all. As he reached down to pick one up for sampling, he could see neighbors up and down the street gaping in awe at the fine dusting of pastry-like cakes. He did not feel any hesitation at all about trying it. After all, if the aliens wanted them dead, they certainly could have done it a lot easier than poisoning them. Dennis closed his eyes and savored the rich, sweet flavor filling his mouth. It was by far the best donut he had ever had, and he was definitely an authority on fine confections. Apparently life was not going to be so bad after all without animal products. He fully planned on eating a dozen of the delicious cakes, but by the time he finished the first he felt as if he had finished a three course breakfast.
Dennis looked around for the paper for a few minutes before sighing and going back inside. Apparently the current events were a little too dramatic for the newspaper delivery kids to bother with anymore. This brought him back to something he had been thinking about throughout the night. What was he going to do with his own police career, now that there was obviously no need for law enforcement? The drones took care of any criminal acts far swifter than any law enforcement agency could ever hope to match. For the first time in his career's life he did not get dressed in his police uniform. Instead, he walked into his back yard to look at his dismal garden. Feeling a little guilty, he brought his police radio with him in case there was an emergency.
According to the aliens, they were going to share some of the seeds from Shalilayo that they used in their own gardens, which produced enough food for an entire family in less than a quarter of an acre. He smiled at the thought of himself living off of garden food for the rest of his life. It was the last thing he would have expected to see himself do before the aliens came. With a sigh, he began preparing his small plot of land for the new plants.
***
"Why are you still looking at stocks?" Nicholas asked his dad curiously. "Isn't the world of money coming to an end?"
"Nonsense," his father replied abstractedly. "Just another hiccup that will soon level out again. You see this happen all the time in this business. You just have to learn to ride them out."
Nicholas shared a look with his mother, who just shook her head slightly. His dad did not seem able to cope with the new reality that had just replaced the old one, so he just pretended nothing had changed.
***
Chale looked over the city of New York with a sense of pride. It had taken fifty years, but the last of the towering sky scrapers were completely gone, recycled back into the land they were torn from. In their place were dozens of towering trees almost as tall as the sky scrapers had been. The nuclear plants supplying power throughout the East Coast were part of Li and Celdic's project. It still amazed her that this world had been capable of rehabilitating after all of the damage the human inhabitants did to it.
Chale looked over at Lendel with an approving smile. Terrance's final gift to the four of them had been the ability to choose when they would die, without ever aging. Lendel still looked the same as when they first left Tenral over half a century ago. The only thing she could see different about him was a more pronounced depth to his eyes, a maturity that only age and experience could bring.
"Do you think we will ever have to come back and do this again?" Chale asked with a small smile.
"I sure hope not," Lendel replied with a role of his eyes. "If they can't figure things out now that they have the ability to use yar, then there probably isn't much we can do for them."
There was a sudden sparkle behind them, followed by Celdic, Li, Lori, and Riah materializing out of the air. Terrance had further developed the suits they wore so they did not need a flying vessel to move through space and time.
"Looking good," Li said approvingly as she studied the lush landscape that used to be covered in concrete buildings as far as the eye could see. "I thought we were going to need a volcano to swallow the whole city up."
"We thought about it," Chale said with a half grin. "But Terrance didn't want to risk harming any of the insects living in the buildings, so we had to be very careful breaking it all down."
"How are the humans on the other worlds doing?" Lendel asked Riah curiously.
As usual, Riah's emotional aura saturated the area around her, filling anyone near her with a sense of unconditional love. She was a few inches taller a half century later from when they began their adventure. She stood with one arm wrapped around Lori's waste, her head barely reaching her Link's shoulder. Her brilliant lavender eyes turned to regard Lendel thoughtfully.
"Most of the people who lived in this world have died of old age," Riah said without any hint of sadness in her voice. "The new generations don't have any trouble at all adapting to their new world because they were raised with the ability to use yar. Most of the religious traditions that caused so much conflict before have evolved to the point that they focus on how they treat each other now, instead of trying to decipher cryptic meanings from ancient texts."
"Wow," Lendel said in amazement. "I didn’t think they would ever stop fighting each other over semantics."
"It is very strange," Lori said with a small crease to her brow. Her brilliant yellow eyes seemed to glow. "I never understood why they would get so caught up in the letter of their laws, as they interpreted them, instead of just following what their hearts knew was right or wrong."
"I think if the selfish individuals who were responsible for creating the institutions that perpetuated those beliefs could have seen how much better life would have been for themselves, in addition to everyone else, they would have shifted their focus to the Golden Rule." Riah mused. "Without yar, humans were so unsure about what really happened after death that they were willing to follow anyone who could offer them a better picture than what their limited senses told them to expect."
Chale nodded in agreement. She had thought the same thing after learning more about the religions created by the Earth humans. The need for justice in a world so full of inequality was intensely strong, and the poor among the humans had taken great comfort in the belief that all of their enemies would burn in a lake of fire for all eternity after they died for their crimes against the lower class.
"How are the Reptilians taking to their reformed neighbors?" Chale asked with a small smile.
"They were very pleased to see the humans put back on the right track." Riah replied thoughtfully. "They were worried we were here to start tampering with their world. Once they realized we were not interested in resources or slave races, they became much friendlier. Some of them have even been helping Jason and Rod teach the remaining Earth humans how to use their yar in new ways."
"So how long do we want to hang out in these immortal bodies?" Celdic asked wryly. "Not to change the subject…"
"I think I'll just play it by ear," Lendel said with a grin. "A few million years should be enough, I think. Just in case some future humans come along and redo everything we just undid."
------------
The End
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