
        
            
                
            
        

    ARACHANA
The Chronicles of Malick
William R. Harris




Copyright © 2019 William R. Harris
All Rights Reserved
ISBN: 9781949964257
Published by Chandra Press LLC
www.chandrapress.com |@officialchandrapress
Books by William Harris
Sworld: The Chronicles of Malick
Arachana: The Chronicles of Malick
Other Sci-fi Books by Chandra Press
Fusion World: Philanthropy 1 by Joseph Tamone
Shadow of the Demon: Philanthropy 2 by Joseph Tamone
Rijel 12: The Rise of New Australia by King Everett Medlin
Return of Anarchy: The Fall of New Australia by King Everett Medlin
Thad Saves the Galaxy by C.T. Fleck
Soteria: The Crisis Forge by Roberto Arcoleo
Mirrors: The Shadow Conspiracy by Sonya Duelina Williams
The Moon Hunters by Anya Pavelle
Edj of the Empire: Herrig's World by Timothy Burns
Edj of the Empire: Revenant’s Omen by Timothy Burns




To my mother
 
You're the constant joy in my life.  Your encouragement is always with me and your wondrous hope for the impossible lets my mind dream without limits.

 
A special thanks to Erik and the rest of Chandra Press for making Sworld and the continuing Chronicles of Malick known to all.

 




Contents
 
Title Page
Copyright
PROLOGUE
CHAPTER 1:  Domes
CHAPTER 2:  Reunited
CHAPTER 3:  Violet
CHAPTER 4:  Arachana
CHAPTER 5:  Helpers
CHAPTER 6:  Silence
CHAPTER 7:  Gone
CHAPTER 8:  Tunnels
CHAPTER 9:  Flicker
CHAPTER 10:  Cold
CHAPTER 11:  Return
CHAPTER 12:  Acotylites
CHAPTER 13:  Omission
CHAPTER 14:  Yellow
CHAPTER 15:  Q-box
CHAPTER 16:  Primary One
CHAPTER 17:  Triday
CHAPTER 18:  Sanctuary
CHAPTER 19:  Friends
CHAPTER 20:  Death?
CHAPTER 21:  Strangeman
CHAPTER 22:  Savage
CHAPTER 23:  Cold-liquefy
CHAPTER 24:  Zombies
CHAPTER 25:  Questions
CHAPTER 26:  New Body
CHAPTER 27:  Wonders
CHAPTER 28:  Wafts
CHAPTER 29:  Chatter
CHAPTER 30:  Goodbye
CHAPTER 31:  Return
CHAPTER 32:  Click
CHAPTER 33:  Odd Ones
CHAPTER 34:  Trouble
CHAPTER 35:  The Chosen
CHAPTER 36:  The Hive
CHAPTER 37:  Food
CHAPTER 38:  Symbiont
CHAPTER 39:  Escape
CHAPTER 40:  Liperges
CHAPTER 41:  Click, Click
EPILOGUE
BEFORE YOU GO




PROLOGUE
Malick passed through the resistance as a ghost would walk through a wall.  He was halfway to the pillar when he noticed Kitty walking beside him.
I said to wait behind the resistant field.
Kitty stay.
I may need to move quickly, and I don’t want to worry about you.
Kitty stay.
Frustrated, he proceeded toward the green pillar, resigned to the fact Kitty was following him. 
The dome was much bigger than he had previously thought.  He continued for what seemed to be hundreds of feet before finally coming to a stop in front of the pillar.  The pillar was actually an obelisk—a single, triangular, emerald crystal standing ten feet tall and three feet wide.  A carving of an equilateral triangle rested just above his head.  A relief of a bird, similar to the one on his medallion, rested within the triangle.  Below his shoulders was a carving matching his medallion in the emerald.  Another carving—this one of a flower with many shoots—sat just below the bird’s likeness.  The shoots laid outstretched from its stem.  The obelisk revealed no other markings.  Curious, he held up his medallion to the crystal and placed it within the engraving—it was a perfect match.  The obelisk flashed a brilliant green, blinding him momentarily as he yanked his medallion free of the pillar.
Kitty see only green.
I know.  It blinded me for a minute too.  I’m not sure what was supposed to happen, if anything.  I hoped for another vault of information.  Maybe even the appearance of the One.
Kitty see nothing.
I don’t see any differences either.  The pillar remains the same.
No.  Kitty sees no friends.
Whirling around, he saw only an empty dome.  He ran swiftly back through the invisible field, continuing through the open doorway as sand stung his eyes and wind ripped at his clothes.
Malick saw no one.
Plodding back into the dome, he raised his eyes.  His sole companion was his cat.
Where little metal friends?  Where silver eyes?
I don’t know.  I see no trace of them outside.
Kitty can’t hunt.  Little metal friends hide good.
As Kitty stared at the floor, he did too.  His footfalls and those of his cat made the only prints in the sand.  Not even a single latent, infrared print to indicate his group had ever passed through the portal remained. 
It was as if they had never existed.
Malick muttered a single word.
“Impossible.”




CHAPTER 1:  Domes
Kitty not understand.  Little metal friends gone.  Possible.
Yes, apparently almost anything is possible on Sworld.  We're alone and I’ve more questions than answers. 
Malick looked down at his Compad.  The electronic compass was dancing between north, west, and south.  If the Vorline were disrupting the compass then communications would also be disrupted.  He turned and regarded the view from the door.  The violent wind hadn’t dissipated since they’d entered the dome.  Sand whipped by, obscuring his view in the visual and infrared spectrums.  Everything appeared the same, except his team was missing.
Do you sense anything different about the dome or the sandstorm outside, Kitty?
No.
Malick sifted through the events that had happened since entering the structure.  Nothing stood out as different.  His heart was pounding in his chest. Why was he so agitated?  He sat with a thump on the floor, pulled in and crossed his legs, then calmed his mind.  The thought crept into his mind like an old confidant. 
Kitty, go outside, then come back in and lay in front of me.
Parent.  Kitty sauntered outside.  Less than a minute passed before she strolled back inside, crouched in front of him, and stared intently at him. 
Kitty sense no difference.
Exactly.  What direction were we going when we entered the first dome?
West.
What direction were you going when you exited this dome?
West.  Kitty cocked her head to one side.  Different dome?
Yes.  When we entered the first dome, the wind was howling from south to north.  I remember because the sand felt like it was ripping the skin off the left side of my face.  When I exited this dome, the sand was also hitting the left side of my face.  We entered the first dome from the east and departed this dome heading west.  That could only happen if there are two domes—mirror-equals, one on either side of the Vorline, that create a gateway across the Vorline.  Somehow that green obelisk removed us from one dome and placed us in this one.  The transference across the Vorline must be the domes’ function.  Let’s go back and reassure the others. 
Malick jumped to his feet and walked back through the invisible field to the green obelisk rising from the sand. 
Kitty came to a stop beside him. 
Green rock powerful.  Kitty not understand.
I don’t understand either.  The emerald obelisk must be the controller.  The dome, and whatever else is beneath it, is where the real power is located.  How it operates is a mystery. 
Malick was lifting his bird-like medallion to place it in the obelisk’s bas-relief when he noticed this pillar was different from the first green pillar.  The triangle above his head held the sculpture of a flower with many outstretched shoots along its stem and a mass of roots.  Or was it a spider dangling from its web?  This time the bird-like carving was located below the flower carving.  He placed his medallion within the engraving, and the obelisk flashed a brilliant green.




CHAPTER 2:  Reunited
The emerald blaze burned through his mind as he analyzed every sensation that came over him during the transference.  Nothing seemed different.  His awareness before, during, and after the flash was the same.  He sighed and blinked away the green corona surrounding the column.
Kitty sense only big metal parent.  Little metal friends, Silver eyes gone.
Malick turned to his right and saw Ram staring out the doorway.  He’d already called out the Redulin’s name before remembering the invisible field impeded sound waves.  Kitty followed alongside him as he walked across the field. 
“Ram, we’re back.  Where are the others?”
“Captain, I’ve been attempting to communicate with Pixel.  The proximity to the Vorline is disrupting electromagnetic waves.  I’ve lost the ability to communicate with any other Redulin except those nearby.  The structure’s internal electromagnetic field also blocks my ability to communicate.  I haven’t linked with Bit or Byte since they left with the others to investigate the emerald pillar.”
As Ram turned to face him, Malick ran his eyes over the Redulin.  Neither his smooth metal face nor body posture showed the slightest hint of surprise at seeing them again, or the fact that the rest of the team was no longer present.  “You don’t seem startled by our return.”
“You're Malick.  Your return was certain.  However, the absence of the others is disquieting.”  Ram pointed toward the pillar.  “Can you return them?”
Malick reassured him with a nod.  “Yes.  I’m reasonably sure I understand the function of the dome.  Stay here with Kitty until the others reappear.  Keep everyone on this side of the internal field.  I’ll wait a few minutes and then come back.”
He stared down at his big cat.  Kitty, stay here so the others can see you when they return.
Malick returned to the obelisk, inserted his bird-like medallion into the carving, and waited for his eyes to adjust to the flash of light.  The tangle of footprints left behind in the sand by his team in the second dome reassured him he was right. His second scan of the dome revealed Lumina standing in the doorway, staring out into the emptiness.
Lumina, can you hear me?
Yes, beloved.  Where are you?  Her response held waves of relief mixed with frantic questions. 
I'm right behind you.
Lumina turned and ran into his arms, hugging him with the ferocity of a bear.  “We feared the worst.  You and Kitty simply vanished before our eyes.  I've never known such emptiness.  My heart felt like it would stop.”
He kissed her ear and hugged her back.  “Let your mind be still.  Nothing can keep us apart—well, nothing except your death grip on me.”  He coughed lightly.  “If you don’t let go of me, I’m afraid we’ll be parted
sooner rather than later.”
To his surprise, she squeezed him even tighter before finally letting go.  I suppose you can explain all this?  She fluttered her hand vaguely across the dome.
Malick shook his head.  Only some of it—like the fact the domes’ internal fields don’t impede our ability to communicate telepathically.  The rest of it will have to wait until we’ve caught up with the others.
He reached for her hand and led her toward the obelisk.
*
When they’d reunited with the others in the first dome,
Malick signaled for his team to join them near the emerald pillar.
Jukk, sandwiched between Jett and Wren, gave his head a slow shake.  “Just when you thought this place couldn’t get any stranger.  Captain, do you have any idea what just happened?” 
Malick lifted his eyes to the others.  The confusion he’d seen in Jukk’s face was reflected in their faces too. 
Malick extended a hand toward the sand.  “Please, sit down and get comfortable, and I’ll do my best to explain.” 
He heard a few exasperated sighs and saw a few resigned shrugs, but in the end, they lowered themselves to the ground. 
“Without getting into graduate-level physics, the two domes you were in are used as a form of transportation,” he explained.
Jukk shook his head.  “Hold on, Captain.  Did you say two domes?  Because I only remember being in this one.”
“That’s because they’re mirror images of each other—one on each side of this Vorline.  Here, let me show you.”  Malick held up his pendant. “If I press this medallion into its carving on the emerald obelisk, everything inside this dome is transported into the other dome, and vice versa.”
Jukk’s eyes grew wide.  “You mean, we went there and you went here?”
“Exactly.  The quantum mechanical transference exchanges the contents of both domes at the same time.  The fact Ram was standing outside of the internal field when the exchange happened and was unaffected supports my theory.”  Malick reached out and touched the carving positioned underneath the bird-like image.  “Then there were these carvings.  The bird-like carving rests above the flower-like carving in this dome, whereas the flower-like carving rests above the bird-like carving on the pillar in the other dome.”  He hesitated.  “At least I think it’s a flower.”
Jukk shivered.  “I don’t think that’s a flower; I think it’s a spider.”  He gave his chin a brisk rub.  “Though those lines on the bottom don’t make much sense.”
Jett poked Jukk in the side.  “Maybe that’s because we’re looking at it the wrong way.  Maybe the bottom is really the top.  If that’s the case, then it could be a spider dangling from its web.”
Nep’s white head bobbed as she inched closer to Kel.  “Yes, I see it now too.  It bears an uncanny resemblance to the deadly spider orchid on Aquis.”  Her body quivered from the memory.  “Although the beautiful orchid isn't deadly, the spider that mimics it is powerfully venomous.”
Daxx, sitting behind Jett with Aria to his right, reached for her hand.  “Captain, can we infer that the One built these domes?  Taking that logic a step further, is it possible we landed in what the One considers a bird sanctuary?  And if that's true, perhaps the part of Sworld on the other side of this Vorline is considered a spider sanctuary?”
Several crewmen involuntarily trembled at the suggestion of a spider sanctuary.
“If you recall, Mata said the Vorline disturbances between the magnetic poles of Sworld might have divided it into eight equal-sized quadrants.  So yes, it's possible each quadrant harbors a unique form of life or even a completely different biosphere from the other seven.”  Malick paused.  “So we don’t get confused, we’ll call this dome the Emerald Bird Dome and its mirror twin the Emerald Spider Dome.”
Jett chuckled.
“Wild speculations aside, do you have any ideas on how these domes operate?”
“Yes.  I’ve a working idea based a quantum mechanics theory I once postulated but never exploited because I felt it was too outrageous.”  He turned to Ram.  “The Redulins are far more advanced in the field of quantum mechanics.  Ram, if I make a mistake, please correct me.”
“As necessary, Captain,” Ram returned.
Malick focused his mind.  “As an example, the laser in our Lasword’s is based on a principle called quantum wells.  Quantum wells contain discrete and ordered energies.  Using two wells in conjunction with one another, and then oscillating the frequency between the two wells, enabled us to create a laser of great power with minimal energy input. 
“My theory dealt with creating a mixed quantum state and placing it within a quantum well, then doing the same thing with another quantum state and well.  The difficulty I faced was making the wells equivalent in quantum confinement, thus enabling the quantum states to oscillate between the two wells.”
Jukk’s face exhibited an interesting mix of curiosity and boredom.  “Captain, you promised no physics.”
“Sorry, but Jett asked, and it can't be avoided.  Think of the dome as a quantum well; it confines all that's placed within it.  Now think of the invisible field we passed through.  It's this field that created the quantum state.  When either obelisk is activated, the quantum states in both quantum wells are exchanged.  This idea is fascinating because the exchange of quantum states is independent of spatial or temporal displacement.  My theory also encompasses the capability to choose which parts of a quantum state hold uncertainty—in this case, space and time.”
“Captain, your explanation appears valid.  The Redulins will evaluate and delve into the possibility of other practical applications,” Ram remarked placidly.
“Come on big guy, at least sound a little excited,” Daxx teased.  “Captain, this dome opens up a whole new realm of possibilities.”
Jukk, now completely lost, groaned.  “What are you talking about?”
Despite the seriousness of the topic, everyone started laughing. 
Lumina smiled.  “Let me try.  The domes are simply portals opened by our medallions.  When you open a portal, you're transferred to the other dome.  It's just that simple.  The Captain is saying distance and time don’t matter.  The domes could be ten feet apart or ten light years apart and still no time would pass during the exchange.”
Jukk gripped his head between his hands.  “I get it, but it still gives me a headache.”
“You’re not alone,” Wren said beside him.  “I’m getting a headache, too.”
Malick held up his hands.  “All right.  We know that it works, and it's fascinating.  Now, what shall we do?  We have a three to four week supply of food and water on the cruiser.  Does anyone know of a reason why we shouldn't proceed to the Emerald Spider Dome and beyond?”
Though nobody had disagreed, Malick sensed some apprehension among his crew.
“Jukk, you don’t seem very excited about our journey.”
Once again, Jukk squirmed uncomfortably.  “It’s the spiders, Captain.  Do you think there will be giant spiders where we're going?”
“Giant spiders are an impossibility.”
“How do you know?” Jukk asked defensively.
“Because once you increase the spider’s size to the proportions you're suggesting, the sheer weight of the creature makes the physics of movement impossible, given the constraints of a spider’s general physiology.  Because of its requirement to move, a spider’s maximum size must top out at three or four feet, assuming its environment is warm enough to allow it to function.  Even at that, it would move much slower than its smaller counterparts.”
Jukk rolled his eyes.  “Well, when you put it like that, who could be afraid of a four-foot spider?”
“Yeah, but a very slow-moving spider.  You shouldn’t have any trouble outrunning it.”  Malick winked at Lumina and then said to Ram, “Take Bit and Byte with you to the cruiser, then drive it to the edge of the lake.    Once you get there, fill the ballasts with water to ensure it doesn't blow away.  When you’re finished, ask your fellow Redulins to brief everyone at the landing site on the domes’ capabilities and our intention to explore the Emerald Spider Dome and possibly go into the next quadrant.  Enlist Pixel to help pack sufficient food and water for the expedition.  We'll wait here until you return.” 
Malick turned a mischievous smile on Jukk.  “Tomorrow morning we'll see if the carving on the obelisk really does represent spiders.”
Jukk merely stared at him, mouth agape.




CHAPTER 3:  Violet
Malick opened his eyes to a dark, dull-gray ceiling.  In that moment, he thought he’d dreamed the entire sequence of events that had befallen them on Sworld, and now he was lying on his bed in his quarters onboard the Pioneer.  Yet as the haze of sleep gave way to a keen alertness, the sensation of sand underneath him and Lumina’s warm embrace told him he was exactly where he wanted to be—on the greatest adventure of his life.  As he wiggled free from Lumina, he saw Bit and Byte standing next to Kitty to his right.  Ram and Pixel stood like sentinels before the emerald obelisk. 
As the glow within the dome increased to simulate daylight, he whispered into the void, “Are you there?  Can you hear me?  Will you show yourself?”
Byte’s child-like vocals answered him. “Captain, are you trying to communicate with the One?”
“Yes, but I think I'm just talking to an energy-saving subroutine.  How was your trip?”
“We secured the cruiser as you requested.  It won’t go anywhere while we’re gone.  Crystal is very excited about our trip and hopes we return safely.  Gal was landing on the Island of Wind when the Vorline interrupted our communications.  She said Zul has been most unpleasant and refused to talk with anyone.  Why does Zul hate us?”
“Zuri and I believe Zul hails from a primitive culture.  It could be that living among alien species is beyond Zul’s coping capabilities.  It’s also possible she was the dominant species on her home planet and can't tolerate being around creatures that are her equals—or perhaps her superiors.  It's a shame she can't coexist with us.”
Beside him, Lumina yawned, rousing herself awake.  She reached out  for him and rested her arm on his shoulder.  “Her life is her own to do as she chooses.  What more can one ask?  Hopefully the island can provide what she and her children need to survive.”
“Gal said the island was 15.6 degrees warmer than our landing site, which should be better for Zul.  Gal knew this because Redd threatened to take off his clothes if it got any hotter.  It’s a good thing there’s no direct sunlight, or he would get sunburned.”
Daxx, fully awake near Malick’s feet, lifted himself up onto his elbows.  “Can’t use him as a sundial either,”  he snickered.
“That makes two of you.”  Aria poked Daxx in the back until he was giggling along with everyone else.
Bit and Byte swiveled their heads to look at each other.
Malick raised his voice, “Eat and ready yourselves.  We leave in twenty.”
***
Twenty minutes later, Malick took a deep breath and placed the emerald-eyed pendant within the corresponding carving on the pillar.  When he could see something other than a green corona, he spoke.  “We'll continue west.  Ram, Pixel, and Kitty will walk downwind from the rest of the group until the winds decrease.  Everyone hold on to someone’s hand and step deliberately.”
Malick’s first step was met with an onslaught of blistering sand.  Grasping Lumina’s hand on one side and Nep’s hand on the other side, he labored through the tan blizzard as lightning, generated by the static electricity of billions of colliding sand particles, arched and crackled through the skies above him.  Each minute that passed saw the winds lessen until only a slight breeze remained, leaving behind a clear jade sky.
He slowed his pace and waited for the others to reach him.  “Is anyone hurt?” he asked as they huddled around, brushing sand from the crevasses in their clothes.
A chorus of “no’s” came back at him.
“Good.”  Malick pointed westward.  “I see a grass field a short distance ahead.  We’ll stop there and run through our options.”
An hour later, Malick found himself standing in a large field of deep grass.  “Pixel, evaluate the environment and report.”
Kitty’s plea wormed its way into his head. 
Kitty hungry.
Go and hunt.  Remember, we're in a new place with new predators—be cautious.  Stay within earshot.  Go alone; Bit and Byte are to remain here.
Parent.

Kitty looked at Bit and then at Byte and shook her head no, before loping into the grass and gradually fading into the landscape.
Pixel stepped forward.  “Captain, the temperature is ten degrees warmer than our landing site, and the humidity is 90%.  Carbon-dioxide levels are 13% higher, although still within habitable readings for our group.  I detect no other discrepancies.”
Jett wiped the sweat from his forehead.  “I can see why Redd wanted to take his clothes off.”
Nep held her arms out from her sides.  “I’m finally warm and comfortable.  This is the perfect climate.”
Malick smiled.  “At least some of us will be happy.  I …” An intense buzzing blared in his mind.  He put his hands over his ears and grimaced.  The buzzing faded as swiftly as it had started.  He looked toward the group and saw only questioning stares.  “Am I the only one who heard that?  Felt that?”
Nep looked up at him.  “What did you hear, Captain?”
“It was a loud buz …” Again the buzzing caused him to flinch, and again he covered his ears, while shouting defensively with his mind.  Stop!  Whoever … whatever you are … stop!  You're hurting me. 
The buzzing abruptly stopped.
Lumina grabbed Malick’s arm.  “What’s wrong?  What’s happening?”
“It’s a buzzing sound thundering inside my head.   No one else saw or felt anything out of the ordinary?” 
“Nothing, Captain,” Nep answered for all of them.
“Apparently, I'm the only one who can hear the noise.  I must be hearing it telepathically, or else Kitty would be roaring in pain as well.  When I told it to stop, it did.”
Kitty suddenly appeared before them, crouched and ready for battle.  Something hurt Parent?  Where?
I don’t know where; it has stopped.  Did you hear or feel anything strange?
Kitty hear nothing.  Parent hurt?
No.  I'm fine.  Please stay close until we figure this out.
Ram stepped forward and said, “Captain, I detected no spikes in the auditory or electromagnetic spectrums.  Is the buzzing still occurring?”
Malick shook his head.  “No, not anymore.”  He readjusted his pack.  “Let’s continue west in a fairly tight …”
Do you speak the language of the Ancients?
Malick cringed in agony as the voice penetrated his skull, raging through him like the blast of a foghorn.    When he recovered from the shock, he glanced at Lumina and Nep.  Their placid expressions told him they’d heard nothing. 
Lumina, did you hear or feel anything?
No, beloved.  Has the buzzing returned?
No.  This time it was a voice—a voice wanting to know if I spoke the language of the Ancients.  Someone was shouting at me telepathically; I’m sure of it.  There must be a nuance in the telepathy I’m not aware of.
“Someone is trying to communicate with me telepathically but at high amplitude,” Malick said aloud to his team.  “Nothing is physically hurting me.  Stay close while I try something different.”
Daxx arched an eyebrow and took a measured step backward.  “Captain, be careful.  Remember, the last time you tried something different, I almost froze to death.”
Ignoring his friend’s cryptic warning, Malick closed his eyes and focused on the voice still echoing in his mind.  It had definitely come to him via telepathy, only in altered fashion—as if he were hearing a foreigner speak for the first time.  The harmonics were all misplaced.  Keying in on the new entity, he sent: Yes, I speak the language of the Ancients.  Please don’t shout so loudly; it hurts me.  Do you hear me?
Yes, I hear you.  It sent back in an attenuated tone.   You sound quite unusual.  Is this volume more tolerable?
Yes, thank you for that.  You sound unusual to me as well.  Where are you?
I'm where I'm supposed to be.  Should I be somewhere else?
No.  Tell me, where are you in relation to me?
If you continue on your current trajectory at your previous speed, you will be standing next to me in .006 days.  Are you here to find the Citizens?
Yes, we're here to see the Citizens.  We'll be there shortly.
I’m so excited.  I’ve been waiting for you all this time.  I knew the Ancients would send you.  I can’t wait to show the others.
Malick opened his eyes and drew a deep breath.  Gazing down at his crewmen, he tilted his head and smiled.  “Well, I’ve just been told that if we walk due west for another ten minutes, we'll come face to face with the mysterious creature I was communicating with.”  He told them his exchange word for word.  “It seems that on this side of the Vorline, the One is referred to as the Ancients.”
Daxx’s face pinched inward, thunderstruck.  “This is unbelievable.  We walk for less than an hour in this new quadrant and come across another intelligent being?  Unbelievable!”  His expressive eyes widened with surprise.  “We’ve spent millions of years on Oberus thinking we’re the only intelligent creatures in the universe, yet suddenly—on a planet within our own solar system we thought was dead—we find four higher-order beings in a month.  And we haven’t even found the One or Ancients yet!  Not only that, but their technological prowess seems to be millennia ahead of ours!”  He paused for a calming breath.  “Then there’s whatever built that space orb that was circling the planet with five more intelligent beings onboard.  Makes you wonder if Oberus wasn’t the exceptional planet in the universe we thought it to be, but rather the unexceptional—or even feeble excuse for—evolved organisms.”
Malick placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder.  “Let’s not get too melodramatic.  Any place in the universe that can support life is exceptional even, if it's just bacterium.  And if the conditions are stable enough, even bacterium can turn into an intelligent life form—in time.  As hard as it is to believe, Sworld’s environment is as stable and unchanging as our oceans on Oberus.  Maybe you have it backwards.  Could it be our solar system is the exception and the rest of the universe is dead?  I don’t think so, but we may never know.”  He brushed away some sand clinging to his shirt sleeve, along with the uncertainty of his speculation.  Uncertainty slowed the mind, something he wouldn’t tolerate.  “Now, let’s go find this creature who is where it's supposed to be.”
***
Sand dunes covered sparsely with grass rose up in the distance.  They stretched north and south as far as Malick could see.  The only life he sensed was small life forms—mouse-like in size—running through the grasses and in and out of tunnels carved throughout the sand.  What lay behind the hills was beyond his reach.  This far from the Vorline, the wind was calm and the air was clean; it was a beautiful day.  Kitty ran ahead of them with Bit and Byte in pursuit.  The three chased each other with childlike abandon, stopping here and there to frolic in the spindly grasses or tumble down a steep dune. 
As they climbed up the majestic dunes, sand cascaded past their feet, slowed only by the grasses struggling to grow in this ever-changing landscape.  Malick marveled at the fact that each of these grains of sand had somehow managed to escape the never-ending hurricane that was the Vorline.  He glanced to the top of the dune to see Kitty sitting perfectly still, bookended by Bit and Byte, transfixed by whatever was on the other side.
Moments later, he too had crested the dune and joined in their amazement.  He remembered his first step on Sworld and the calm ocean of green grass that had greeted him.  Now, he saw only a tidal wave of green confusion stretched before him.  Amongst the tumultuous growth were trees and vines of all sizes and shapes. They were packed so closely together they warred with their neighbors as they rose up to the sky to capture the precious light.  The tangle of leaves ranged from tiny to gigantic, some as small and elongated as his fingernails, others as big and bulky as the cruiser.  Although each leaf was green in color, the hue of each green was as varied as the darkest forest to the brightest emerald.  Flowers blossomed in every color of the rainbow, dotting the jumble of green like a star-filled night—from the purest blues and reds to the warmest yellows and oranges. There were even some that looked like an explosion of an artist’s palette. 
The botanical life was so mesmerizing, Malick failed to sense the presence of thousands of warm-blooded creatures hiding within the profusion of trees, scrubs, grasses, and bushes—but Kitty hadn’t.  His cat was all too aware of their presence. So much so, she could feel their anxious eyes staring out at her as she picked them out one by one—parrot-like birds, small felines, mischievous monkeys, and ape-like creatures the size of Trell. These creatures sat, perched, hung, or lounged staring at Kitty in mute shock. Beyond mere hunger now, the very thought of feasting on such a smorgasbord whipped her into a frenzy, and she let out a mighty roar.  The rainforest erupted with a cacophony of sounds and movement as animals scattered helter-skelter, sending up screeches, shrieks, and cries that pounded against Malick’s eardrums.  He stared in disbelief at the chaotic drama unfolding before him and waited for the bedlam to stop.
Kitty hungry.
Well good luck now; you just scared everything away.
Kitty watch.  Dumb food everywhere.
Be cautious.  Remember, plants can be deadly too.
Malick watched Kitty’s colorings blend in with the landscape as she descended the dune before turning to his fellow travelers. 
“Stay within view of each other. Confine your explorations to the space between us and the tropical rainforest ahead.  We'll meet for lunch near that mound of vines directly below us in thirty minutes.  Remain vigilant.”
Jukk laughed nervously.  “Want be bet your cat scared away your new friend?”
Malick dabbed at the sweat on his brow.  “I don’t think our new friend will scare so easily.  After all, it claims it has been waiting for us.”
Wren dug the binoculars from of her pack. “Well, she certainly put a fright into the wildlife.  Now it’s going to be much harder for me to observe them.”  She pressed the field glasses to her eyes and began fiddling with the knobs.
“Kitty claims to have separated the smart animals from the dumb, so she can hunt easier,” he said, feeling a parental responsibility to defend his cat.  “As for our mysterious friend, I’ll contact it again after lunch.  Now, let’s go see if we can find some fruit.”  He reached for Lumina’s hand, and together they walked down the sand dune toward the lush rainforest.
They’d barely reached the bottom of the dunes when a roar tinged in pain passed over them.  A heartbeat later, dozens of birds took to flight on the far side of a small hill to Malick’s left, spurring Bit and Byte into action.  They took off running, wands extended.
Kitty, are you in danger?
Long monster hurt Kitty.  Kitty kill.  Too big.  No eat all.  Sorry.
Malick pushed out a sigh of relief.  I'm glad you weren’t harmed.  Bring the long monster to us.  Maybe we can help you eat it.
“What’s your cat gotten herself into this time?”  Jukk’s tone was sardonic, but his stance portrayed a fighter willing to risk his life.
“A long monster attacked her, so she had to kill it.  Start a fire, Jukk.  I think there will be enough leftover monster for all of us.”
“Good.  I’m tired of all this fruit.  I need some real food,” Jukk said, while picking up a stick and breaking it over his knee.  “By the way, what’s a long monster?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” he said to Jukk’s backside.  “Maybe I’d better tell our new friend we might be a little late.”  Malick closed his eyes and concentrated on the unusual manner in which the new entity spoke. 
Can you hear me?
Yes.  Has something changed?  Should I not be able to hear you now?
Nothing has changed.  I was merely getting your attention.
You always have my attention.
Malick didn't know how to respond to that, or even if he should respond, so he ignored it.  We're close to the meeting point.  However, my team is going to stop and eat lunch.  We'll meet you when we're finished.  Is that all right with you?
I’m in no hurry.  I’ve been here a long time.  May I ask what ‘eat lunch’ means?
‘Eat lunch’ refers to ingesting nourishment when the sky is red.
Oh, you're absorbing nutrients.  Excellent, we’ve a long journey ahead of us.
The fire was blazing when Kitty crested the hill dragging something brown in her wake.  Bit walked ten feet behind her with more of the same draped over his head, followed by Byte ten feet behind him.  Ram and Pixel hurried to the hill to help the struggling trio.
Jukk’s jaw dropped.  “That’s the biggest snake I’ve ever seen.  She was right, that’s a long monster!  I can’t believe your cat survived an attack by that thing,” Jukk said with a half-hearted smile of terror on his face.  “I’m glad she’s on our side!”
It wasn’t until Kitty had deposited her long monster at their feet that the Imps finally moved forward to examine the snake. 
Nep slid her small white fingers along the creature’s scaly hide, then gazed at Kitty with admiration.  “This is similar to our tree slayer.  It lies within the branches of a tree, perfectly disguised, until its prey treads beneath.  The slayer then falls on its prey, either killing the quarry instantly because of its tremendous weight or by crushing the life from the game within its mighty coils.  On dry land there is a small window of opportunity for escape—but in water?”  Her eyes widened.  “Practically none.  Kitty is indeed a skilled hunter now.”
Jukk pushed his way forward until he was standing alongside Nep.  “Aquis sounds a lot like this quadrant, Nep—but now that we've got this version of your tree slayer, how do you think we should cook it?”
Rul, standing on Nep’s other side, paid his respects to Kitty by giving the cat a deep bow.  “Kitty, you’ve defeated one of the greatest hunters nature has spawned.  It will be an honor to eat some of your monster.”  Straightening, he crooked a finger at Jukk.  “While the fire dies down, I’ll show you how to prepare this monster properly.”
After lunch, everyone was bloated and satiated as they sat around the smoldering embers.
“Captain, were you able to contact the new being?”  Nep asked.
“I was, and I should warn you that communicating with our new friend is a lot like digging in quicksand.”  He repeated his conversation with the entity, ending with the remark about the need for a long journey.
“A long journey where, Captain?”
“All I can tell you is that it asked if we were here to find the Citizens, and I said yes.  After all, that's one of the reasons to explore, isn’t it?  Let’s not waste any more time.  I'm curious to see this new being.”  He closed his eyes and concentrated.  For some unknown reason, communicating with the new entity required more focus on his part.  We have finished eating and would like to meet you now.  Will you show yourself?
I’ve been here all the time.
Malick opened his eyes and searched in all directions.  “The creature says it has been here all the time.  Can anyone see it?” 
Daxx shook his head and looked to Jett and Aria.  “Did either of you   see a new creature?”
“No,” they said in unison.
“Neither have I,” Lumina added.
Malick’s shoulder’s hitched up.  “Maybe Kitty can sense it.”
Kitty, I can't sense the new creature. Can you?
No.  Kitty sense many creatures in forest.  One of them?
Maybe.  He directed his attention back to the new creature.  Are you in the rainforest?
You’re very strange.  Have you damaged your sensory organs?  I’m directly behind you.
Twisting around,
Malick looked over his shoulder, but saw nothing more than a jumble of vines.  All I see is a pile of vines.  Are you on the other side?
Oh my, the wildlings have covered me entirely.  I’ve been napping for so long I completely forgot to shoo them away.  I’m afraid they’re too old to move quickly.  Would you be so kind as to remove them from me?  Don’t worry; cutting them will only cause them temporary discomfort.
You're underneath the vines?
Yes.  Sorry I questioned the integrity of your sensory organs.  If you’ll just free me, we’ll be on our way.
Malick turned toward his group with a perplexed look on his face and pointed to the tangle of vines behind them.  “It seems the entity is beneath these vines.  While it was ‘napping,’ the vines covered it.  It has asked us to free it.  Working in teams of two, use your Laswords at minimal length so we don’t harm whatever is beneath them.”
Malick and his team cautiously surrounded the pile.  He couldn't see through the bramble, but—judging from the height and width of the pile of vines before him—whatever it was, it must be enormous.  Adjusting his Lasword, he lowered it toward the ground and began surgically severing the vines. 
Twenty minutes later, his team gathered next to a smooth, off-white, elongated dome.
Daxx was the first to reach out and touch the surface.  “It’s warm.”  He tapped its smooth egg-like surface.  “This thing looks like the hull of a ship turned upside down.”  His second tap was sharper and harder than the first.  “It doesn’t appear to be made of any material I've ever seen.”  He pushed lightly on the surface before examining it more closely.  “In fact, it doesn’t actually look like a hard surface at all.  It’s as though it’s there, but it’s not there.”
Jukk took several steps back and readied himself for anything. “Captain, if the creature’s inside, it must be huge.  The enclosure is over thirty feet long, fifteen feet high, and twenty feet wide.”  His nose wrinkled.  “How do you think it breathes in there?”
Malick had no time to speculate as the voice assailed him.
Have you finished examining the field?
Yes.  You're within the containment field?
It’s an exclusionary field.  Why would I need to be contained?
The entity’s witty repartee was so captivating he could hardly contain his excitement at the prospect of uncovering such an intriguing life form.  What are you keeping away?
Falling debris and predatory creatures—either could harm the Citizens or you during our journey.  Shall we go?
Where are we going?
Why, to Arachana, of course.  That’s where the Citizens lived.  It was also the last place we saw them before they disappeared.  I assumed you would want to start looking for them there.
Nep tapped him on the arm.  “Captain, are you talking to the entity again?”
“Yes, although I've the strangest feeling there’s nothing alive inside.  Give me a moment.”  He returned to their eagerly awaiting escort.  How long will it take us to get to Arachana?  And how will we get there?  Can you fly?
My, so many questions.  We'll journey for forty days and will go through the rainforest naturally.  And no, I can’t fly—that would be silly.
We don’t have enough supplies for forty days.  We can't go with you.  How far away is Arachana?  And how can you penetrate that dense vegetation?
Arachana is 2,240 trunks from here.  I just tested the training circuits, and they're still functional.  The wildlings won’t hamper our travel, but there are other harmful creatures and savages along the way.  Caution is always advised.
Trunks?  How long are you?
I’m exactly one branch in length.
How many branches laid end-to-end make up a trunk?
Eight branches in length equal one trunk.
Please remove the field so we may see you.
Certainly.
Malick opened his eyes and stared at the structure.  Suddenly the dome receded, and beneath it, a thick metal platform gleamed in the scarlet glow of midday.  A shallow open box filled with black soil occupied the center of the platform and extended to within one foot of the edges on all sides.  Shiny metal poles, twelve feet in height, ran down the center of the box at three-foot intervals from one end of the platform to the other.  A square box with hair-like filaments jutting out rested atop each poll.  However, just as he had surmised, no creature was present.
He once again engaged it in conversation.  Are you alive?
Of course I’m alive.  I've a 63% charge.  That gives us a 20% buffer to reach Arachana.  I've more than enough energy to function correctly. Do you?
He held back a snicker.  Yes, but not enough to last forty days.  Give me a moment while I relate our exchange to my team.
Why can’t I hear them?
His face drew in as he puzzled over the question.  I don’t know.
Malick reiterated his conversation with the transportation device to his crew.  “Arachana is approximately 100 miles from here through the jungle.  Whoever lives there must to be able to keep plants from growing along the path.”
Daxx pointed to the jungle, several hundred feet to the west of where they stood.  “It’s hard to make out because it’s just another shade of green, but I can see a tunnel the size of this platform with the shield operating.”
Malick looked with a discerning eye.  “You’re right. I see it now that you pointed it out.”
Daxx looked up into Malick’s eyes.  “But Captain, something it said doesn’t make sense.  Why would it take forty days to go just 100 miles if the path were clear?”
“Good question.”
Nep tugged on Malick’s sleeve.  “Did you ask its name?  Maybe it can go faster if you ask it nicely.”  Her white lips moved out into an impish grin.
He grinned down at her.  “What would I do without you?”  Once again, he closed his eyes and concentrated. 
My name is Malick.  What is your name?
I'm Violet, and this is the Green Line.
Could we get to Arachana faster?  Arrive earlier than forty days?
Oh my, you're full of surprises.  I wouldn’t have picked you for red, but then, you're closed and traveling with an animal no less.  I’ve several personas from which you may choose.  Might I suggest Bud?  But remember, caution is always advised.
All right, Bud.
Well, what are we waiting for?  Jump on, dig in, and hold on.  We’ll be in Arachana in four hours.
Four hours?
Are my circuits echoing?  Violet, are you interfering?
No, that was me, sorry.  Four hours seems a bit fast.  Is the route clear?
The probability of colliding with an undesirable creature or Savage is .992.
Isn’t that rather high?  Will the exclusionary field protect us?
Yes.  But it’s simple physics.  If we collide with one of the larger creatures, our momentum will impact its momentum.  The field will keep the creature out and you in, but your team will be jumbled afterwards.  The probability of surviving intact is .0019.
Bud, may I speak with a persona that's between you and Violet in risk-taking?
Absolutely.
A moment passed.
Well, hello.  I'm Bine.  When do you wish to arrive at Arachana?
This time tomorrow would be nice.  If we travel at that speed, what is the probability of colliding with creatures large enough to injure us?
.027.  However, if you remain firmly embedded and I increase my detection range to maximum, we can cut that probability in half.  Furthermore, if I’m allowed to vary my speed to account for creatures and Savages, then the probability will drop to less than .0062.
Please use your best judgment so we arrive in one or two days with no injuries to my team.  Is there a place along the route where we can stop and look around?  Somewhere that’s high enough to allow us to glimpse a view of the surrounding terrain, free of the jungle?
There is such a place.  However, it has been some time since I’ve traversed the distance.  The wildlings may have taken over since my last passing.
How long have you been waiting for us?
I've waited 3,431 years.
How long is one year?
A year is 1,000 days.  Has the rest of your team damaged their q-boxs?  Is that why I can’t hear them?
No.  We're all healthy, but for some reason, only I can speak with you.
That’s unfortunate.  Will the animal be joining us on our journey?
Yes.  Is that a problem?
No.  I’ll incorporate several stops for it to evacuate and nourish itself.
Thank you.  Once we're seated, you may proceed.  He opened his eyes and informed his team of the conversation.
Daxx held up his hand in protest.  “Captain, do you trust this thing?  Because walking 100 miles through a dank jungle filled with hostile creatures and savages sounds a lot worse than our trip through the Colossal forest, and we all know how bad that was.”
Malick looked at the rainforest, then at Daxx.  “Yes, I trust Bine.  It's a transportation device controlled by a computer, nothing more.  What do you think, Aria?”
She walked aboard the platform and touched the nearest pole.  “A computer that's self-aware, capable of multiple personas, thousands of years old, still functioning, and embedded somewhere in this platform has more than enough processing power to get us to Arachana unharmed, Captain.  As you know, neither the Redulins nor us have been able to create a computer this advanced—not to mention the ability to create a self-contained force field.  I want to meet the people who built it—these Citizens.”
“As do I.  I suggest we climb aboard.  Since I don’t know how often this thing can stop safely, it might be wise to hook your arm or leg around a pole if you’re near one.”
Malick waited until the others had seated themselves, before lowering himself next to Lumina.  Kitty joined them last, stretched out at his feet, and fell fast asleep.  With a quiet hum, the platform began to elevate smoothly until it had risen two feet above the ground before coming to a stop.
Ram swiveled his head from side to side.  “Captain, I’m detecting a strong magnetic field.  The platform’s mode of travel appears to be electromagnetic induction.  There must be electromagnetic cabling beneath the soil from here to Arachana.  Quite ingenious.”
As if on cue, the exclusion field appeared, and an almost undetectable feeling of motion commenced.
The soft hum and gentle motion of the platform proved to be as relaxing as a lazy summer afternoon, and it wasn’t long before most of his team had nodded off.  Giving into temptation, Malick repositioned himself against Kitty.  Her strong backside made an ideal backrest for him.  Taking advantage of the situation, Lumina positioned herself alongside him, using his lap as a pillow.  The last sound he recalled before he nodded off too was that of Lumina’s gentle breathing.
***
“Why are you here?”  The old man said.
“Clean up messes.”
The old man peered up into his dull-witted face.  “Do you know what we do here?”
“Make messes?”
“Don’t you have a home?  Isn’t there someone who takes care of you?  What is your name?” 
The old man searched his downcast face.
He shook his head no in an exaggerated fashion.
“That’s unfortunate,” the old man sympathized.  “Well, this is my company, and we make pharmaceuticals.  We're standing in a science laboratory.  It’s also not a safe place to be.  Science isn’t very popular right now, thanks to that brilliant smooth-head that went insane.  People want to hurt me because I’m a scientist, and they might want to hurt you because you work here.”
“Big.  Not hurt me.  Keep you safe.  I clean messes.”
“Yes, I bet you do.  You’re the biggest person I’ve ever seen.  You probably scare everyone away before they get the chance to notice that you're—special.”
“Special.  Keep you safe.  I clean messes.”
“Well, I suppose it’ll be alright.  You see, my son just left for college, and my wife died a year ago, so I’m all alone now.  My laboratory technicians and most of my workers have fled because of threats.  Not much to clean up any more, but I would like someone to talk with—or at least to.  I can’t pay you very much, but I've a room in the back, and I’ll feed you.”  The old man looked up at him.  “Now, what do I call you?”  The old man gave his fingers a loud snap.  “I know.  Let’s call you Ceen.”
It was the best job he’d had in years.  Playing the village idiot made him invisible to most people, but the old man cared for him, and he loved the old man for it.  The company was a tiny family-run business, free of large corporate inhumanity and greed.  The old man was making pharmaceuticals to help people and cure diseases, nothing more.  He cleaned the already spotless lab while the old man worked and told him theories and conjectures on creating new medicines.  The old man had no idea that his idiot-giant was the founding father of pharmaceutical chemistry.  Every night when the old man went to sleep, he would sift through the old man’s notes making minor corrections here and there.  They were good years.
“Ceen, I’ve finally done it!  Although, I don’t remember writing that down, here it is, so I must have.  The truth is, I don’t remember doing a lot of things these days.”  The old man closed his notebook and sighed a contented sigh.  “Anyway, the formula was successful on the lab animals.  This medicine is going to save many lives.  Finally, this will be a company I’ll be proud to give my son when he finishes college next month.  I’ll enjoy working side by side with him in the lab.  You’ll like my son.  I've told him all about you.  You're like a second son to me now.”
***
He awoke to the sound of crashing glass and was in the lab before the second breath had escaped his lungs.  The old man’s lifeless body was slumped on the floor leaning against the cabinets, but the glass kept crashing.
“Stop!”
Three men turned and stared at him.
“Well lookee here.  The old man’s fool,” one of the trio spat back.
“Why did you kill him?  He has spent his life helping people.”
“He don’t sound like an idgit.  I thought you said he was an idgit.”
“Shut up…  We didn’t kill him.  The old turd had a heart attack.  We were just going to take this book and scare him a little.” 
The one on the left held up the old man’s notebook and smiled a toothless smile.
“But he did save us the trouble of gettin’ rid of one more scientiss.  Everbody knows the world don’t want scientiss no mur.  We’re better off.”
The three men never knew what hit them. 
He stood in the middle of the lab as he pried the notebook from the dead man’s fingers, then dropped the arm on the floor and kicked it back to its owner.  After hiding the notebook, he sat down on the floor and held the old man in his arms.  The old man floated in his tears, tears that would not stop.
First break for the animal.
***
Malick gently stroked Lumina’s hair, awakening her.  “We're stopping.  Stretch your legs and do what is needed, but stay close.  We'll leave in ten.”
As Lumina moved away, he scooted in next to Nep and tickled her nose until she too had awoken.  “Break time.”
The exclusionary field receded to reveal a dark, humid clearing in an otherwise dense jungle.  An eerie fog hung in the air.  He extended his senses to the surrounding confusion as he searched for possible predators.  The density of wildlife was staggering, but nothing bigger than the Imps moved in their immediate vicinity.  Through the dense crown of the rainforest, he could barely make out a dark green sky; it was still afternoon.
Malick, the next stop will be at the transition to blue.  Will that be satisfactory?
Yes.  We're ready.  Proceed.
His group resumed their positions in the Green Line as the exclusionary field descended, creating the illusion of a warm, safe cocoon.
***
“Hello, Ceen.  My father told me about you.  I want to thank you for being his friend while I was away.  The police said they received a call about three men vandalizing the factory.  When they arrived, they found you holding my father amid the shambles of the laboratory, but found no sign of anyone else.  You must’ve frightened them away.  It’s too bad my father didn’t wake you up first, instead of facing them alone.”  The son dropped his faraway gaze and sniffled.  “They said my father died of a heart attack, but I know those three caused it.  The anti-science movement will be the death of us all.”  The son sighed as a tear ran down his cheek.  He wiped it away and looked up.  “I have to close the factory.  There’s little money left, and my heart isn’t in it now.”  His tears flowed freely now.  “You can stay in the back until the new owners ask you to leave.  I’m sorry to do this to you.”
“Father good.  Work hard.  I clean messes.  You work hard.”
“No.  My money will be gone in a month.  We don’t have enough workers, and the drugs my father makes—my father made—are now obsolete.  That means no one wants them.  I can’t make it work.  I’m sorry, but you must go.”
“Father good.  Work hard.  I clean messes.”  He knew he was taking a chance, but he held up his finger as if to ask the son to wait, then went to his room and pulled a bag from under his cot.  Returning, he gave the bag to the son.  “I clean messes.  You work hard.”
The son pulled the strings to the bag and peered inside.  “This is full of money.  Where did you get all this money?”
“Father good.  I clean messes.”
“Even if you saved every scrap of money my father gave you it couldn’t equal this.”  He pulled the strings closed.  “This is your money. I can’t accept it.  Besides, our drugs are outdated, no one wants them anymore.”
He walked over to one of the cabinets and reached behind it, retrieving the old man’s notebook.  Holding it close to his heart, he remembered the days the old man spent telling him his secret ideas that were very close to being correct.  He extended the notebook to the son.  “Father work hard.  You work hard.  I clean messes.”
The son smiled up at him.  “Ceen, you hid this didn’t you.  You're persistent.  Okay, let’s see what my father was working on.”  The son pulled up a stool and opened the notebook; four hours later, he raised his head in astonishment.  “I never would’ve believed my father could do this.  He has discovered a cure for leg rot.  But it’s much more than that. The backbone structure of this chemical may well be the foundation for an entire line of drugs to cure that whole strain of diseases.”
“I clean messes.  You work hard.”
The son went on to develop many new drugs from that fundamental chemical structure.  Unlike his father, he rarely made a mistake that required late-night tweaking.  The money rolled in, the laboratory became more sophisticated, and he still cleaned it every day.  The government saw merit in what the son’s company had become and enclosed it in a military training camp for protection.  The son came up with new ideas that led to new drugs, which improved or saved lives every day. 
Through the ensuing decades his covert help was required less and less.  The son married and was happy.  Time passed, and the company grew.  It always to help people though - never just for money.  The years flowed by, but the emptiness remained.
“Ceen, you look the same as the day I met you.  You were like a son to my father, and a friend to me all these years, but I’ve sold the company.  I’m getting old and my eyes are fading.  My wife and I want to spend our last years enjoying each other under a lazy sky.”  The son reached out and grabbed his hand.  “You’re a kind but strange man.  That’s why I know you're him.  Most of the scientists my age didn’t believe the lies they told about you.  Even if you did kill all those people, there are those of us who think you were justified.  I don’t know what happened to those men that caused my father’s heart attack; I can only hope that was another mess you cleaned up. 
“The world has plunged itself into the dark ages of science.  The world is a mess.  You clean messes.”  The son released his hand, then turned and retrieved a steel briefcase from the lab bench.  “I don’t know how you’ve altered yourself to look like us and I don’t care, just keep doing it.  I do know that over the years it was you who fixed the little mistakes in my notes, just as you did with my father.”  The son smiled for a brief moment.  “The state has outlawed genetic research and teachings forever because of the lies spread about you.  Nevertheless, there are many more scientists like myself that could use your help in other fields. 
“Half of the money from the sale of the company is going to the new University of Science, on two conditions.  If any smooth-heads ever apply for enrollment, they’ll be accepted.  If any smooth-heads ever apply for a job, teaching or otherwise, they’ll be hired—no questions asked.  The other half of the money is in a secured bank account, under the name of Ceen.  Inside this briefcase are the necessary documents, recommendations, and background for Ceen—you.  I’ll never divulge knowing the real you.  However, after you’ve gone, I’m going to fund the printing of a book about a great man, written by a woman who lived on a small farm in the South.  She wrote the book on her deathbed to honor the person who saved her son.”
We're at the next scheduled stop.
***




CHAPTER 4:  Arachana
When the exclusion field disappeared, Malick beheld a spectacular view.  They’d stopped at the edge of a waterfall, which plummeted into a black nothingness.  The sheer walls of the crevasse into which the river fell gave tenuous footholds to ferns with leaves so large they could swallow up even the biggest Oberyn.  The indigo glow of nightfall refracted through the billions of tiny water droplets hanging in the air of the chasm.  Every other view displayed the massive confusion of the rainforest towering above them.  There was a small clearing near the edge of the gorge where they gathered for dinner. 
Bine, how far have we traveled?
We’ve traveled 560 trunks.  We're on schedule to arrive under the red sky tomorrow.
Very good. Thank you, Bine.
Malick turned to his crew.  Daxx sat across from him, with Ram looming behind Daxx as usual.  He reiterated their ETA to Arachana. 
Daxx gritted his teeth in frustration.  “I wish we could see through the exclusion field, although we probably would only see a continuous tangle of vines as we travel along.  On foot, this trip through the jungle would've taken us months to cross, if we even could have.  Ram says the platform is constantly adjusting pitch and roll to provide us with a level traveling surface.  There’s no telling how many canyons or mountains we’ve crossed, let alone never-ending crevasses like this one.”
“I’ll ask Bine about the field.”  Bine, can you make the exclusion field clear so we can see through it?
Your sensory organs must be damaged; the exclusion field is clear.  Unless, of course, you're talking about using your color organelles; in that case the field is opaque.  I can’t alter that characteristic.
“Bine says the exclusion field is clear.  Ram, have you tried looking through the field using radar?”
“Yes, Captain.  I observed no interference or attenuation in signal.  The view is as Daxx described:  a wall of chaotic plant life.”
Malick scrunched his forehead in thought.  “The way Bine describes sight makes me wonder if the Citizens of Arachana see in a different spectrum than we do.  It’s almost as if their sight is a form of radar.”
Rul and Par had been quiet until now, but the pair fidgeted excitedly while staring at each other before Rul spoke.  “That would explain a lot.  In a mishmash of plant life containing nothing but shades of green and a little brown, distinguishing one thing from another, or finding your way around, is difficult.  However, if their sight were based on radar-type frequencies, they’d see the jungle as a three-dimensional relief map.  On Aquis, four species of birds and two species of mammals use this type of sight.”  Rul paused.  “Although, lacking the ability to detect color on Sworld would be a grave hindrance, I would think.”
“And particularly hazardous in a jungle environment,” Nep agreed.  “Why, all kinds of kinds of poisonous snakes and gargantuan insects could be lurking.”  She shot Jukk a sly look.
The Oberyn merely grimaced.
Malick grinned at Nep’s blossoming sense of offbeat humor.  “Bine also said that if I was using my color organelles the field would be opaque—which also makes me think the Citizens must have the ability to detect color in some fashion.  If they do indeed use radar frequencies to see, it would have to be at a very high frequency in order to capture movement without blurring.”  He laughed.  “From a scientific perspective, the Citizens are becoming more interesting by the minute.  To live and flourish technologically in this environment is quite an accomplishment.”
Par raked her fingers through her long white hair.  “Captain, 80% of the land above water on Aquis is also covered by rainforest, although ours is not quite as dense.  Nor does it offer such a plethora of wildlife.  It would be of great value to learn how the Citizens managed to overcome the humidity and corrosion problems inherent in such an environment and still create technology like this platform.”
“I agree, but first we need to meet them.”  Malick ushered his team back onto the platform before addressing their host.  Bine, we won’t need to stop until the first green of morning.
Excellent.  The timing will coincide with your request for an elevated view.  Please establish yourselves and relax.
The exclusion field took hold, and as the Green Line proceeded on its way to Arachana, he pondered Bine’s words.  What had it meant by finding the Citizens?  If they’d really been lost for thousands of years, maybe Bine was stuck in a circular subroutine, and the Citizens were long dead.  He hoped not.  That would be truly sad.
“Captain,” Nep said, motioning everyone to form a tight circle around Malick.  “Since we slept the afternoon away, would you please tell us the story of how the Redulins landed on Oberus?”
Lumina squeezed his hand.  I would very much like to hear the story too.
Malick laughed.  “Not only will I tell you, but since we're not stopping until morning, I’ll tell you the long version.”  Malick grinned at the expectant faces.  Even Kitty turned to stare at him.  It was story time.
“It was one of those long, lazy days of summer.  I’d just come from the first successful demonstration of my company’s Coherent Energy Beam.  We’d managed to create an extensive cave home in three days.  I arrived home around nightfall, fixed a snack, and made myself comfy on the terrace of my cave home.  My home was located on a remote hilltop, so the city lights didn't diminish the brilliance of the stars. 
I was basking in the glory of our achievement when I looked up at the sky.  I thought I saw a star move.  I studied the skies for the shooting star, but couldn't find it.  I assumed I’d only created the illusion—but then, while I sat there contemplating the day’s events—I noticed a brilliant object in the sky.  Its brightness was indicative of one of the other three known planets in our solar system—what we now call Redula, Aquis, and Sworld—but its location was all wrong.  The longer I stared at the object, the larger it became.  So large, in fact, I was sure I was witnessing a falling star heading right toward me.  I laughed to myself, thinking:  what a fitting end to my life.  Here I was relaxing on my terrace, and a star was soaring out of the heavens to obliterate my existence.  My laughter turned to terror when I realized the light really was getting larger, and that it was not moving in any other direction.  It was heading straight for me.  I had no chance for escape.  If a falling meteor of the size I was witnessing had already penetrated our atmosphere, the crater left behind would be enormous, and everything surrounding the general vicinity of its impact would burn for miles.
“The seconds passed, and still no shooting star struck me dead.  Whatever the bright light was, it was traveling far too slow to be a meteorite and far too fast to be an aircraft.  Besides, I knew of no government programs, foreign countries, or companies capable of building anything that could travel as fast as this object was traveling.
“Unharmed and curious, I dug myself deeper into my chair, watching the dot of light continue on its deadly trajectory.  Seconds turned into minutes; then right before my eyes, an alien spacecraft landed in my front yard.  Bolting from the terrace, I rushed down the steps and walked right up to the craft. 
“The shiny fifty-foot globe perched ten feet above the ground on a set of five legs.  A glowing halo, perhaps 150 feet across and suspended by five struts, hovered above it.  Taking a step backward, I ran my eyes over  its surface, then circled around the craft until I’d looked it over several times. 
“The spacecraft appeared perfectly symmetrical, showing no access points, viewing portals, or lights of any kind other than the halo. 
“I waited patiently for something—anything—to happen.  I’m not sure how long I waited, but it seemed like forever. 
“Suddenly, without a warning of any kind, a circle of light shone from the bottom of the sphere.  In the next moment, a metal ladder extended to the ground.  My excitement mounted as I anxiously awaited my first glimpse at an alien being.  To my disappointment, none appeared.  Time crawled by, yet no slender, stick-like life form or hideous, warty flesh descended those steps.”
Bit and Byte giggled, but Pixel quickly hushed them with a wave of her hand.
Malick barked out laugher.  “So okay.  I may have embellished a little, but remember Oberyn created many alien movies, and none of them had a happy ending.”  He pinched his nose in a pensive gesture.  “Now, where was I?  Oh yes, the ladder hung there empty. 
“I continued to wait for someone—something—to show itself.  Then I waited some more.  It was during this time that I decided the ladder might be an invitation of sorts.  Throwing caution to the wind, I moved toward it, set a foot on the bottom rung, and slowly climbed up until my head and shoulders were bathed in white light. 
“Reaching the top of the ladder, I saw a tiny space barely big enough for me to stand in, and absolutely no signs of life.  I could take but a half a step before I had to sit in the only chair available, which was pushed beneath a small table.  A keyboard lay on the table, and a single vid screen stood behind the keyboard.  I picked up the keyboard, examined it closely, and swiftly discovered this was no ordinary keyboard.  It was replication of one made by my company.  However, unlike my company’s disposable plastic model, this one was made of what we now call plassmetal. Machined to perfection, it was a work of art.  Setting aside the keyboard, I turned my attention to the vid screen.  It, too, was a replica of a model my company had created. 
“I was still staring at it when a single, typed line appeared on the screen:  ‘MALICK, are you ready to converse?’”
This time it was Nep who giggled.
He waggled his finger at her.  “Exactly.  You can imagine what the next sixteen hours were like as I sat in that little space typing as fast as I could.  My hands cramped numerous times, while my mind whirled with questions.
“Here’s what I learned.”  He adjusted his position on the platform until he was sitting cross-legged.  “The Redulins had been observing us from space and listening in to our planetary broadcasts for more than a hundred years.  During that period, they’d uncovered bits and pieces about us, but the inaccuracies of our news programs confused them. So did the storylines of our movies, which they had assumed were based on facts.  Five years had passed since my computer company had started the planetary network, which enabled digital access to all reading material and universities—the main reason why the Redulin had landed on my doorstep. 
“They told me of a radioactive asteroid that had destroyed Redula, of how the inhabitants of the planet had fled the deadly surface, taking refuge in the labyrinth of caves beneath the planet’s crust.  Most of the inhabitants died swiftly, claimed by starvation, radiation poisoning, or pestilence in their new, unforgiving environment.  The scientists that remained set about cryopreserving tissue samples, eggs, and sperm from the healthy survivors.  Those same scientists mapped out the only plan of survival for their race, and then did the unthinkable:  they completely encapsulated their bodies within machines to survive this underworld.  Ultimately, only one Redulin survived.  Using the machine in which he was entombed and the systematic methods his kind had derived, this lone survivor was able to create children in-vitro, which then grew and thrived within mechanical bodies.  Over the next ten million years, the superiority of their mechanical bodies increased, while the resemblance of their new bodies to those of their ancestors diminished.
“Fearful of losing all semblance of their former selves, the Redulins sent probes to the three other known planets in our solar system, searching for a new home where they could live free from their mechanical imprisonment.  What they found was both amazing and disheartening.  You're all familiar with the images of Sworld, which suggested a planet far too close to the Sun to be habitable.  The other two worlds held intelligent beings in different stages of development.  Upon further consideration, they dismissed Aquis on the belief it was technologically unforgiving.  In the end, only Oberus remained as a viable choice.  The Redulins studied us for many years before deciding we were advanced enough to accept the notion that intelligent life from another planet could come in peace, not war.  However, they were disheartened by the realization none of the three planets was suitable as a new home world for them.”
“Now I understand,” Jett broke in.  “I’ve always speculated as to the real reason behind the Redulins involvement in this exploration.”
“Our wish to explore is second only to our need to find a planet where we can remain on the surface and one day live free of our mechanical bodies.”  Ram’s voice held a haunting quality.
A hush fell over the group—Malick among them—as they considered the benefits and disadvantages, the horrors and rewards of living within a metal coffin. 
Malick continued.  “I returned to my house and prepared a meal, then returned to the terrace, keeping my eye on the craft while I ate.  By now, the ladder was retracted, and the ship was again as I’d originally witnessed.  My vantage point also offered me an unobstructed view of the road leading to my home. 
While I’d been inside, a stream of military vehicles had appeared and now stretched back several miles.  The government had tracked the spaceship upon its entry into our atmosphere and was about to turn my home into a battleground.  Because the Redulins had intended to be known by all Oberyns, not just me, I obliged them by contacting every news agency in the vicinity, alerting them to their arrival.  By midnight I was knee deep in an army of military officials demanding a debriefing and nosy reporters with thousands of cameras and lights pushed up into my face as they bombarded me with questions.  I’d been correct in assuming the military would take no overt action while surrounded by a rabid news media.  Hour by hour, tensions around the spacecraft heightened.  Day by day, rational thinking gave way to speculation.  Week by week, stupidity gave way to psychosis.  At the beginning of the third month, I finally broke.
“‘If we don’t give them a reason to stay, they will leave under the impression we're too primitive to communicate with intelligence,’” I warned both the press and military.
“By the following morning the Redulins had vanished, leaving me utterly devastated.  It took several more weeks for the circus around my house to dissipate and for my life to return to a modicum of normality.
“Upon returning home from work a month later, I found their spacecraft silently resting in front of my home again.  The days flew by as the Redulins and I discussed a myriad of possible futures for their people.”  Malick cracked his knuckles with the memory.  He chuckled.  “I thought my fingers would fall off from all that typing.”
That garnered a laugh.
“It was during this second encounter that the Redulins told me of Aquis and about the people we have come to know as Imps. 
“A lone reporter returned a few days later to revisit the landing site in hopes of a one-on-one interview with me.  And that's exactly what he got.  His article informed the world the Redulins had agreed to a guarded exchange of information and technology.  It was through this encounter that I found true friendship with beings from another planet I knew I might never actually see in the flesh.  The second landing also planted the seeds for this journey, which didn’t come to fruition until fifty years later.”
We're at the next scheduled stop.
As the exclusion field dropped, Malick discerned they had come to rest on the top of a plateau.  Vines as thick as his arms and legs lay twisted and sprawling, undulating across the surface.  Peering through the green morass, he saw solid rock, which accounted for the lack of trees. 
They exited the transport single file and walked through the bramble to the edge of the plateau.  Negotiating their way around and over the thick vines was a time-consuming venture. 
After reaching the edge, he had never felt he was on an alien planet more than now as he looked out across a cauldron of fog made turquoise from the morning sky.  The fog seemed to move and boil as he watched the treetops appear and disappear in the blink of an eye.  In the distance, the occasional crest of a large hill or mountain covered with dense rainforest rose above the mysterious fog as if it were the back of a serpent, moving across the planet.  The tops of giant trees darted up through the eerily changing blue-green soup, stretching, reaching for whatever light was possible.  Traversing this landscape might just be the death of him and his crew if Bine broke down in transit. 
Malick felt an intense chill dance down his spine.  What was wrong with him?  These were not the thoughts of a trained mind.
An enormous crashing sound pierced the veil of silence.  The horrendous clamor intensified, as if a battle had erupted between giants, with the adversaries ripping trees out by their roots then using them as battering rams against each other—shattering and splintering the trees with each blow.  In the background, wildlife screamed in terror as they fled for their lives.
Bine, what is causing that sound?
You are.  I hear no other communications.
Are you telling me you can’t hear what’s happening in the valley below?
As I said, I hear no other communications but yours.  Has the animal finished its duties?  Have you finished evaluating the landscape?
Yes.  We're on our way back.
“Captain, do you think Bine knows what’s making that commotion?”  Nep yelled above the din.
Malick put his hands over his ears and shook his head no.  “Let’s go back to the platform,” he bellowed, waving everyone toward Bine.
Once the exclusion field was up, silencing the cacophony, Malick’s overall feeling of self-control returned.  He motioned to the others, calling for their attention, when Jukk theatrically grabbed his head between his hands. 
“That racket sounded as if something was tearing the jungle apart and smashing everything it could get its claws on.”  Jukk lowered his hands.  “And I thought the Gliders were bad.  As Redd says:  ‘You sure know how to pick ‘em, Captain.’”  His lips spread out into a lazy smirk.
Malick nodded in agreement.  “Let’s hope we never come face to face with the creatures causing that uproar.”  Malick jerked a thumb toward the plateau’s edge.  Collecting himself, he continued.  “To answer your earlier question, Nep, Bine doesn’t appear to have sound-wave sensors, which makes me wonder if the Citizens are devoid of ears as we know them.  It now seems possible that they may see with radar and only hear telepathically.  Even if we do find them, communication may prove to be a challenge.”  He shrugged his shoulders.  “According to Bine, we'll be at Arachana by noon.  Right now though, I suggest you eat something and rest.  We'll need our wits about us very soon.”
***
“Mother, why am I not allowed to go to school and meet other children?  Have I done something wrong?”
“Oh my son, never think you’ve done anything wrong, or that there is something wrong with you.  It’s just that you're different from other children, and not simply because your skull is smooth.  You're also much smarter.  Your father and I don’t want to subject you to the ridicule and taunting those of your physical age might inflict on you because of their ignorance.  Besides, you’ll learn much more from us and the world around you than you will in any school.”
“Is those the only reasons, Mother?”
“As I said, you're smarter; you see things others don’t and hear things others disregard.  Your father and I are afraid for your safety.”  She patted the cushion resting beside her on the floor.  “Sit and listen to a story.  Remember, it's only a story, for there is very little we know from the times I'm about to tell you that isn't conjecture.” 
He did as she asked, lowering himself beside his mother.
“There have been at least five born like you in the past,” she began.  “I believe there has been many more, but these five are known through time.  Each started as a bright little boy, but as they grew older, they took advantage of those around them by using their size, strength, and greater intelligence to gain power and wealth.  The stories tell us of fighting and bloodshed, murder and war.  Those individuals were given the derogatory term smooth heads and thought to be not simply bad men, but men of evil seeking only destruction and dominance.  The times in which they lived are known as dark ages because their presence cast the world into despair. 
Your father and I believe parts of the stories are true, but as with many stories, the facts are forgotten and distorted, and the grandeur grows with each telling.  We're afraid if you go to school, certain people in the community will know of your existence and hate you for the actions of those who have come before you.  Through no fault of your own you’ll be branded as a bad person—which simply isn’t true.  You're anything but a bad person.”  She reached out and gathered him closer, planting a soft kiss on his forehead.  “I am your mother, and I know you’ll be great one day, greater than all who have come before you.”
Squirming from her embrace, he lifted his solemn eyes to her beautiful face.
“Mother, will I kill people?”
We're approaching Arachana.
***
Bine, have you been able to communicate with others in Arachana yet?
No.  The training network has remained intact, but the communication cables are damaged.  A strained silence followed, then:  There is something I must to tell you, Malick.  I haven’t told you the whole story.  As I said, I knew the Ancients would send someone to find the Citizens, but I was the only one who believed so.  Primary One ordered me to stay in Arachana and await their return.  Primary One is in charge of all knowledge and the delegator of all tasks. 
I disregarded my orders and left Arachana.  After I refused to return, Primary One removed the communication cables.  The truth is I’ve been alone for 3,000 years waiting for your arrival.  The fact that I was correct will have little meaning to Primary One.  He was never given a personality.
Will you be allowed back in Arachana?
Yes.  Only Primary One is smarter than I am.  For that reason I’ll be readmitted—and then recycled.
Malick flinched involuntarily.  I won’t allow that to happen.  You're too valuable to the Citizens.
Malick opened his eyes and sighed.  Nothing was ever easy.  He roused his companions and told them Bine’s story.  Afterward, he cleared his mind and told everyone to begin stretching.  They needed to be ready for anything.
He was finishing with his left leg when Bine broke into his thoughts. 
Malick, I’m afraid the worst has happened.  We just passed through the city’s limits where Arachana should have started.  Instead, it has been completely reabsorbed.  The central exclusion field has been moved to the city’s core, but its power is fading.  The field can’t resist the onslaught of even a single Savage.  I can only hope none are in the area.
Is our speed slow enough that you can remove your exclusion field and no harm will come to us?
Yes.  Please remain in the vehicle.  Caution is advised.  Stop that Violet, I’m driving.
Malick alerted the others, and as soon as he finished explaining the situation, the field receded.  He saw the same thing they had seen since entering this quadrant:  an explosion of chaotic plant life overrun with animals of all sizes.  There was no sign of organization at all, let alone a city. 
As Bine took them deeper into the city, the trees grew smaller in size, and spaced farther apart with tangles of vines shrouding everything else.  Looking farther west, he saw an opaque wall rising several hundred feet into the air.  He was shocked to find that Arachana’s exclusion field had weakened to the point of allowing him to see beyond the wall in several places.  The other side was devoid of rainforest. 
They were within a half-mile of Arachana’s field when Malick noticed remnants of the city’s former glory, or at least that's what his mind led him to believe.  He concluded that this part of Arachana must’ve been recently abandoned, because the ground was relatively clear between what appeared to be large buildings; only the buildings seemed alive. 
Every inch of the buildings’ exteriors was covered in a different type of plant life.  The roots of each plant looked to have burrowed their way into the brick and mortar, mud, or wooden slats.  The buildings looked fuzzy under the multitude of burgeoning ferns and mosses.
The spaces in-between the buildings resembled lazy avenues meandering through the soon-to-be-reabsorbed structures.  They were a short distance from the central exclusion field when he realized the structures were alive.  Unlike conventional dwellings, however, these were not made from brick and mortar or felled trees.  Rather, they were an assortment of live trees, creepers, and epiphytes indoctrinated into whatever form the Citizens wished.  Somehow, these highly intelligent Citizens had learned the trick of training plant life to grow to their design yet still remain robust. 
As they moved on, Malick could just make out doorways leading into the darkened interiors.  He postulated the Citizens must be as tall as these entryways, which were at least twenty feet in height yet fairly narrow, perhaps only a little broader than the entrances used by Oberyns.  The only other openings he observed were ten feet above the ground and looked as if they might serve as viewing spaces.  He could see no way to close off the viewing spaces or doorways.  The Citizens didn't seem to be concerned with insects or varmints, although the central exclusion field might very well keep Arachana free of unwanted animal life, but certainly not birds or insects.
A sudden profound rumble in the distance made him strain to discern the source, but Malick was unable to see anything other than dark shadows moving erratically through the dense humidity and loosely hanging vines swaying in the light breeze. 
Then, an unexpected pounding startled him; Malick flinched just as the first creature burst into view.  It was a giant beast—easily ten feet from its dagger-shaped toenails to the top of its muscular shoulders and more than half that in width.  Its body was immense and shaped similar to that of a bison’s, and its skull resembled a narrow triangle with a single horn jutting from between its eyes.  The creature’s sheer mass made its every step thunderous as it surged through the rainforest like a juggernaut.  An explosion of turmoil followed in its path as several more of the massive bison-like creatures plowed through the underbrush, routing small trees from the earth as they stampeded through the city, abject terror reflected in their bulging eyes.  Dozens of smaller exotic deer-like creatures followed, scampering here and there, weaving around trees, and vaulting over the slower beasts.  It was as if they were fleeing for their lives.
Before he could process the sheer number of terrified animals fleeing before him, a monstrous black form appeared from the disheveled forest.  It began darting through the underbrush with unbridled speed and stealth.  In an instant, it leaped into the air and landed on the back of one of the slower bison.  In one fluid movement, its mouth opened, revealing a menacing jaw.  In the next instant, its gleaming fangs sank into the spine of the massive beast. 
He recognized the creature immediately—a feline, panther-like in appearance only larger, nearly the size of Kitty.  As the panther’s fangs sank deeper into the leathery flesh, the bison wailed in anguish and altered its course, heading directly towards the closest tree.  The second before impact, the bison turned and lowered its front shoulders, smashing with a horrendous crack into the mighty tree.  A deep thud reverberated through the forest as the cat burst like a ripe melon under the pulverizing force of the impact.  Careening from the impact, the bison collided with the ground as tree limbs, vines, monkeys, and leaves cascaded down from the tree.  Before the massive beast could right itself, two more huge cats pounced, one sinking its pointed fangs into the bison’s neck and the other into its underbelly.  In the blink of an eye, hide and blood gushed up from the creature, flying everywhere.
Kitty find new friends.
Malick spun to yell no, but Kitty was already in midair.




CHAPTER 5:  Helpers
In the next instant, Kitty plunged unexpectedly into the exclusion field, landing hard in the black soil.  She roared and took a swipe at the opaque field to no avail.
Machine stop Kitty.  Parent, tell machine let Kitty go.
I will not.  You're acting impulsively.  You don’t know the dangers that lie in wait for you.
Kitty saw new friends.  They're like Kitty.
They are not like you.  You're unique.  They may be similar, but they're not the same.
Parent unique.  Silver eyes similar.  Kitty’s new friends similar.  Let Kitty go!
The Green Line lunged forward, pitching everyone into the black soil.
Caution is advised.  I must get you into Arachana before those hideous creatures attack.  Remain entrenched until I lower the exclusion field.
“Everyone, stay down.  Bine is rushing us into Arachana before the panthers turn on us,” Malick yelled.
Kitty’s new friends not attack us.  Kitty tell them no.
Those are wild animals.  They're not automatically your friends.  They may kill you for being different.
Parent different.  Parent not killed.
Many have tried.  You must be prepared and understand.  Those cats don’t have your intellect.  You will not be able to talk to them.  Even if you could, they would not understand.
No.  Kitty make new friends understand.  Let Kitty GO!
Malick knew this day would eventually come—the day Kitty longed to be with her own kind.  Still, he had no idea how to handle it. 
I'm sorry Kitty, but you can't go.  Bine is protecting us from the wild animals.  You must stop thinking that those in the wild will ever be your friends.
Letting out a muffled roar, Kitty pawed at the ground, throwing dirt into the air.  She turned and then lunged at the rear of the platform, harmlessly rebounding off the exclusion field.  In a final act of defiance, she plodded around in a circle a few times before collapsing to the ground with a loud huff.
Lumina reached over and touched his hand.  Let me guess.  Kitty’s first temper tantrum?
Yes.  She thinks the giant cats will be her new friends.  Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Jukk inching his way closer to them.
“Captain, you didn’t make your cat angry, did you?  I never had any pets, but I don’t think you want to do that—for all our sakes,” he whispered.  Jukk flashed a sheepish smile, then went back next to Wren, who had kept a wary eye on Kitty the entire time.
We're inside the central exclusionary field.  Welcome to Arachana.  I ask that you stand tall and remain motionless after I drop my field.  The Citizens’ Helpers will be waiting to catalog you.  From that point on, they’ll do as you ask if it’s within their capability.
Malick passed the news to the others.  “I’ve a feeling these Helpers are mechanical and will scan us for the purpose of future recognition.  We're within Arachana’s central exclusionary field, so we’re safe.”  He stared at his sulking cat.  “And there’s nowhere to run.” 
The exclusion field dropped.  Malick and his crew peered back at hundreds of robots of varying shapes and sizes.  In all, they seemed completely harmless—except for the five robots carrying weapons.  Spider-like in appearance and gigantic in size, they weren’t actually carrying the weapons as much as the fact their front legs simply ended in
weapons—weapons pointed directly at him and his crew.
Bine, why are weapons pointed at us?
The weapons aren’t pointed at you.  They're pointed at me.  Oh my, I can see why you would be distressed.  Malick, in a loud voice, tell sentinels one through five to lower their weapons.
Sentinels one through five, lower your weapons.
The five robots abruptly lowered their weapons.  A few seconds later, the legion of robots disseminated without a sound.  The five armed sentinels scampered eerily away, heading toward the central exclusion field. 
He waited until the robots had disappeared from his view before he let down his guard, pushed out a heavy sigh of relief, and focused on the city around him.  Except for the living buildings as far as he could see, there was no other plant life.  Even the spaces between the buildings were well-plowed furrows, raked to perfection. 
In fact, Malick could see that one robot, shaped as a long narrow box, had lowered itself to the ground, and was now passing over the impressions made in the soil by the biggest robots.  Wherever the boxy robot journeyed, he saw that the impressions were gone, and the soil immaculate where it had passed.  He now understood that each robot was engineered for a specific task, and what Bine had meant when he’d added the caveat:  “if it’s within their capabilities.”
Jukk
lined up beside Malick, eyeballing the five sentinels near the central exclusion field a short distance away.  “Captain, were those spider things pointing weapons at us?”
“Yes and no.  They were pointing their weapons at Bine, presumably to keep him from leaving again.  He told me to tell the sentinels to lower their weapons, and they did.”
Jukk narrowed his eyes.  “Captain, it’s all well and good that the robots will obey us, but you're the only one who can communicate with them.  Have you figured out why?”
“Not really.  Bine and the robots communicate telepathically, but do so in a slightly altered fashion when compared to Nep and Lumina, for example.  Maybe their telepathy is at a different wavelength, and I've the ability to home in on that difference. Since none of us knows the science behind telepathy, I'm only hypothesizing.  Finding the Citizens may provide the scientific explanation behind this seemingly magical ability.”
Daxx joined in.  “An investigation into the phenomenon might open up an entirely new field of science or biology.  How do you want to go about finding these Citizens?” 
“Let me consult with Bine.  Look around, but stay close by.”
Everyone jumped off the platform except for Kitty, who remained motionless and brooding in the far corner.  It was only after Bit and Byte motioned her to join them that she finally relinquished her tantrum, jumped down, and began playing with the pair of small Redulins.
Malick closed his eyes.  Bine, will you be all right?
Yes.  Primary One demands an interface and download.  I’ll be unavailable until the first blue appears.
Before you do that, would you tell me where you last saw the Citizens?
Within Arachana—where else should they have been?
Malick smiled.  He found Bine’s unusual speech pattern a welcome diversion from the stress that had gripped him throughout the journey.  None were outside Arachana?
What an odd question.  Why would anyone build a city and then leave it?  Besides, going outside Arachana would mean certain death from the horrendous creatures you witnessed upon our arrival.
Let me clarify.  Were the Citizens acting differently?  Were they engaged in war?
The Citizens’ behavior remained unchanged.  What is ‘war’?
War is a violent disagreement between two or more groups.  Were they having a violent disagreement with anyone else?
Why would a disagreement ever become violent?  Your questions are most queer.  As you have observed, there is no one else with which to disagree.  There are only the Citizens.  There is no other intelligent life form—well until now, after the Ancients sent you.  Roam the city as you wish, but don’t examine the central exclusion field too closely—it might prove deadly.  Caution is advised.
Malick discussed Bine’s unique perspective of the situation with the others.  “We'll remain as a tight unit until we can understand this city and its missing Citizens.”
Malick had one more job to do—deal with his headstrong cat.  Kitty, Bine said the city’s exclusion field is more powerful than the one on the platform.  If you touch the field, it may kill you.  Do you understand?
Kitty lifted remorseful eyes to Malick. Yes.  Parent.
Jukk gave his mid-section a hearty pat.  “I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m starving.  How about having lunch in that nearest building before we start?”  Jukk pointed to his right.  “Maybe it’s cooler in there, and we’ve got just enough of Kitty’s long monster left for one more meal.”
Malick reached for Lumina’s hand as he walked toward the rectangular opening in the living building.  The interior was dark, save for the entryway and upper openings.  The plant life had weaved itself into such a tight configuration that the air was still, and the humidity stifling.  As they stepped inside, he saw something move on the wall in front of him and then again on the floor below it.
Greetings, travelers!
Greetings one and all!
=Startled to find they weren’t alone, he stopped in his tracks, keeping a firm grip on Lumina’s hand.  She gave his hand a gentle squeeze in return.  The voices sounded merry and joyful, as if they were welcoming a group of long-lost relatives.  As his vision adjusted to the dim surrounds, he saw that there were two of them.  He instantly recognized them as Citizens’ Helpers or robots.  The one clinging to the wall was shaped like an orb with five multi-jointed arms ending in three digits.  The other was a long, narrow box resting on the floor and similar to the one he had seen earlier grooming the soil.
Greetings Helpers.  My name is Malick.  The Ancients sent us here to find the Citizens.
Yes, we know.  All Helpers received the download.
As he and Lumina ventured deeper inside the dwelling, the rest of his crew shuffled in behind them.
What are your names?
I'm Tilly of Refuge Twenty-Three, Ring Nine, Level One.
I'm Whisper of Refuge Twenty-Three, Ring Nine, Level One.
Tilly, what is your function?
I’m in charge of soil maintenance for this refuge.
Whisper, what function do you perform?
I’m in charge of training for this refuge.
What do you train?
The building.  Wildlings require constant prodding and supervision.
I’m sure they do.  Whisper, do you know where the Citizens went?
No.  They were here at the start of Triday and then they were gone.
Whisper, explain Triday.
Triday is when the Citizens enter the refuges.  They dislike being buffeted by the wind and rain.
Whisper, when is the next Triday?
Triday will start when the blue enters the sky.  Soon.  Will you be staying here?
I don’t know.
You're always welcome.
Malick and Lumina had reached the far end of the building before he was able to reiterate his conversation with the refuge bots to his crew.
“Triday is tonight?”  Daxx echoed.
“So it would seem,” he replied.
Unhitching his pack, Jukk leaned it against the wall.  “Well, at least we’ll be dry.”  He ran his finger around the collar of his shirt.  “Though, it sure feels hotter in here than it did outside.”
Lumina ran a sharp eye around the vine-clad interior.  “That's because these plants are so overgrown there’s very little air movement.”  She combed her fingers through a group of six-pointed leaves.  “The growth has rendered the structure remarkably airtight.”
“Yes, but what do they use this place for?”  Daxx passed his hand around the vacant room.  “Storage?  It looks like it could be some kind of warehouse.”
Malick reached out and touched a fern on the wall.  “From my exchange with the bots, I got the distinct impression this building is similar to our hotels.”
Jukk snorted, loudly.
Bending over, Nep pressed her hand to the floor. “Captain, there’s no lighting, plumbing, furniture of any kind, or other amenities.  And the floors are simply manicured dirt.  All it provides is shelter from the elements.”  Her eyes filled with revulsion.  “Do you think the Citizens sleep on the dirt floor and do whatever they need to do in the corner for the robots to clean up?”  She snatched up her hands as if they’d suddenly caught fire and wiped them on her pants several times.
Jukk barked out a laugh.  “Well, whatever they do and wherever they do it, they haven’t done it for thousands of years, Nep.  So I wouldn’t worry about sitting in it, so to speak.”
As the others chuckled at Nep’s expense, Wren punched Jukk in the shoulder for his insensitivity.
Malick sobered them up with, “Well, whatever this place is or isn’t, it certainly isn’t providing very much in the way of telling us anything about the Citizens.  Our time in Arachana is better spent
learning as much as we can, and that includes familiarizing ourselves with its power source.  Afterward, we'll reassess our situation and see if we can fix the failing power.  Since I'm the only one who can communicate with the bots, let’s stay within earshot of one another.  Be ready in twenty.”
***
The instant Malick stepped outside the refuge, a spider-like bot moved in front of him.  Standing on its thin, agile legs, the bot was well over ten feet in height.  Even with his rational mind in full control, he felt a tremble ripple throughout his body.  He looked around and saw Jukk draw his Lasword.  “Jukk, stand down.  It's a robot, nothing more.”
“Sorry Captain, it’s just so creepy.”
“No reason to apologize.  It’s creepy to me too.”  Despite his resolve, a second shiver shot through him.  “And with good reason.  Innocuous creatures like spiders and snakes come with very poisonous venoms, which can sicken or kill a mammal if bitten.  This knowledge has been encoded into our DNA to increase the likelihood of our survival, so your reaction is instinctual.  Yet, Bine said they were here to serve us, so let’s put that to the test right now.” 
Jukk had no sooner lowered his Lasword before Malick stepped boldly next to the bot.  To his surprise, it shied away from him.
Please don’t harm me.  Have I done something wrong?  Aren’t you happy to see me?  My name is Cotyle.  Instruct me on the correct way to greet you, and I’ll do so. 
You’ve done nothing wrong.  Your presence came as a shock.  Our journey has been long, and we're eager to find the Citizens.  Will you take us to the city’s power source?
Of course.  Why wouldn’t I do so?  Is there some reason I shouldn’t?  Bine said you had unusual speech patterns.
Again, Malick wasn’t sure how to answer that, so he ignored it and repeated his initial request.  Please take us to the city’s power source.  Is it far away?  I mean, how far will we travel to get there?
The distance is ten trunks and three branches.  I’m told your movements are swift.  I’ll compensate within the limits of my capabilities.  Please follow me.
Malick extended a hand toward their escort.
“Everybody, meet Cotyle.  It appears to be our guide.”
Once again, Jukk rolled his eyes and muttered Redd’s words. “Yep, you sure do know how to pick ‘em, Captain.”
Meanwhile, Cotyle began walking north at a painfully slow speed.
After only a few steps, Jukk couldn’t contain his frustration.  “Captain, I know you said giant spiders would be slow, but this pace is ridiculous.  Can’t you tell it to hurry up?”
Cotyle, is this your top speed?
Yes, I've removed my safety limiters.  Is the pace too much for you?
He bit back a laugh.  No, please remain at your top speed.  He let a few minutes lapse before sending:  Do you have a technical understanding of your communication processes, or what you call a q-box?
No, my knowledge base includes placement and functionality of city structures.  I do know the structure in which the q-box was invented and manufactured.  It’s located in a different part of Arachana from where we’re going.  Do you wish to change our route?
No.  We'll go there another time.
Very well.  I must say I enjoy our intercourse.  I haven’t been stimulated like this in thousands of years.  You can’t know how empty it has been without the Citizens to guide us.
Tell me of the day the Citizens left.
It was nearing Triday.  The Citizens were in the last phases of nutrient uptake.  Bine said you call it ‘eating lunch.’  Cotyle’s movements remained unwavering.  And then they were gone.
When you say ‘they were gone,’ do you mean they ran away?
No.  They were here one instant and gone the next.  We found no traces of them.  The Citizens can only move at a fraction of the speed we're currently traveling.  They couldn’t have moved away—naturally.
Was there anything different about that day or the days before or after they were gone?
Different? 
Did anything unusual happen?
Do you mean non-routine or irregular, like what we’re doing now?
Yes, I suppose I do.
No.  Nothing different.
Malick shared this new information with the others, before suggesting, “Since we're traveling so slowly, I suggest we spread out.  Look for anything that might provide insight into the Citizens.”
As his crew fanned out left and right, Daxx shifted his position and began walking backward next to him.  “Captain, remember when Violet said it would take us forty days to reach Arachana, and we wondered why it would take so long?  Cotyle just said the Citizens move at a fraction of our current speed.  No wonder the Citizens employ robots to perform daily functions; if not for them, the Citizens might never accomplish anything.  From what I’ve seen so far, the Citizens live in primitive fashion, yet have developed technologically advanced machines and computers.”  He rubbed his chin.  “It seems paradoxical.”
“I agree—nothing adds up.  If the bots are to be believed, we’ve come upon a race of beings that move so slowly they require a force field between themselves and the rest of the planet to survive.  According to every robot I've talked with, the Citizens simply disappeared one day—a day like any other, except Triday was coming or had come.  I'm not sure which.”  Malick pointed to an ominous-looking structure in the shadows.    “Yet, despite all that, what I find most interesting is their ability to train plant life to grow as they wish.”
“I couldn’t agree more, these living buildings are fascinating. Even if they do keep the rain out, though, the internal humidity would make technological advancement difficult.”  Daxx spun on his heel and pointed to his left.  “Look, there's an odd-shaped one—over there, on the left.  I’ll go investigate.”
***
Time seemed to pass even more slowly than the distance they had already traveled since leaving the refuge.  After several hours, they came to a building several times the size of the previous refuges they had passed that day.  Malick paused in the doorway and looked in at a gaping hole in the earth and the precipice of a steep, rocky decline that descended into blackness.
Malick, do you wish to stop here or continue to the power source?
That depends.  Where is the power source from here, and how much farther is it?
The power source is in the tunnels beneath us, another three trunks in distance.
Are the tunnels lighted?
Explain ‘lighted’.
Are the tunnels illuminated?
Explain ‘illuminated’.
How are we to see?
I don’t understand your questions.  Are your sensory structures damaged?
No.
Then you will see the same way you always see.
This was getting him nowhere.  Thank you, Cotyle.  Please wait while I talk things over with my group.
“The power source is about 800 feet beneath us.  There is no light source, which confirms our earlier hypothesis the Citizens and their robots are using some sort of radar for vision.  Our light torches should prove adequate for us.  It will also be cooler underground, much to the delight of many of us, except the Imps. 
I know some of you are uneasy in caves, so if you wish to stay above ground, that’s okay too.  I only request the Redulins accompany me.  I’m not sure how long we'll be gone, but I promise to be back within four hours.  That’ll give us enough time to find a refuge before Triday.”
Nep reached out and touched Kitty between the eyes, then smiled.  “Kitty says she’ll remain behind with me and the other Imps on the surface.”
“I’ll also stay above ground.”  Jett kissed Luna gently on the cheek.  “Be safe.”
Malick looked over at Lumina.  She smiled coolly back at him and gestured toward the mouth of the underground tunnels.
When the volunteers moved forward to huddle at the rim of the hole, Malick sent:  Cotyle, you may continue.
As Malick followed the ghastly spider-like robot down into the pitch-black orifice, a spike of trepidation pierced his thoughts while he listened to the echoing footfalls of his comrades.  Why would a cave put him at such unease?  He extended his senses but detected nothing.  When they reached the bottom, he noticed additional tunnels splitting off to the left and right, but he still didn't pick up any sensations of life.  It was then that he realized he’d never specifically looked for insects before.  He recalled their harrowing episode in the Colossal forest.  If the ground hadn’t trembled and reeked of acid, he would've been completely surprised by the hideous insects.  He altered his probing to include insects in the inky tunnels beyond his light torch. 
Malick stopped.  He wasn’t himself.  This was the second time since entering this quadrant his mind had entertained the fanciful.  For a split second he felt as if he was in two places at once, yet both were the same place.  He curled his hands into tight balls, surprised to discover his fingers were bitterly cold.
Without warning, Jukk bounded in front of him, Lasword extended.  “Captain, did you hear something?  Are there giant spiders down here?  I can’t see into the tunnels.  These walls are drinking up the light.”
Malick began laughing, a small chuckle at first that swiftly changed into an all-out gut-wrenching cackle as he found he could no longer contain his mirth.  The rest of the group joined in with halfhearted titters as Jukk retracted his Lasword and lowered his head.
Malick wound his arm around Jukk’s shoulders.  “I'm not laughing at you, my friend.  I'm laughing at myself.  This journey has put more stress on us than I’d expected.  My mind was wandering.  Sorry about that.  Back on Oberus, caves are our home.  There aren’t spiders there, and there are none here either.”
Byte, who’d been cheerfully examining the wall of the tunnel until this time, broke in. “Jukk is partially correct, Captain.  I've uncovered evidence of spider webbing.”
“Not helpful,” Ram scolded him sternly.
“There’s something else, Captain,” Byte went on.  “Perhaps more pertinent than spiders.  I was curious as to why my radar still functioned in such close quarters.  The rock walls should be reflecting the radar waves in all directions, making it difficult to discern anything.  Instead, the radar is being partially absorbed due to naturally occurring carbon nanosheets that line
the cave walls.  These nanosheets are also absorbing the beams from our light torches.  I think one of these tunnels must lead to a carbon deposit.”
“Thank you, Byte.  Your insights may prove useful to us in the future.  Now, we’ve delayed enough.  We’d better catch up with Cotyle.”
After a few steps, Daxx inched closer and muttered, “Who are you trying to fool, Captain?  You aren’t fine.  Your mind doesn’t wander.”
“There is something about this quadrant which I can't describe.  My thoughts are occasionally—turbulent.  It's an odd sensation, but nothing more than that.”  Malick felt more at ease with every step now.  The air had cooled quickly, and he could hear a familiar noise in the distance.
“If you say so.”
After a few minutes, the sound of rushing water was loud enough for all to hear.  “Do you hear that?  It's the sound of an underground river.  I was curious what power source could remain viable after such a long period of time.  Now we have our answer—hydroelectricity.  If that’s the case, be cautious with your footing in this darkness,” he warned the others.
“But Captain, I see no evidence of wiring in this tunnel or in the city above,” Aria protested.
“She’s right.” Daxx added, “In the dozen or so refuges we passed since entering Arachana, I never saw wiring of any kind or running water.”
“Maybe that’s because we haven’t found the buildings being powered yet.  After all, Primary One, and all the manufacturing facilities, have to be powered.  Plus, the bots must go somewhere to recharge.  That will be our task for later.” Engaging his infrared vision, Malick peered into the darkness, sensing several heat-emitting sources ahead.
Cotyle’s voice broke into his thoughts.  Malick, please wait here while I interface with Rhiz. 
Who is Rhiz? he sent back.
Rhiz is in charge of general power-source functioning.  She is never allowed to leave, and so hasn’t been updated as to your presence.
Scurrying forward, Cotyle lowered itself and extended a leg toward a bot that resembled a fat stick with dozens of multi-jointed limbs shooting out in every direction; a few of the limbs were misshapen and limp.  Malick assumed this was Rhiz.  As he watched the two robots touch briefly, he figured Rhiz was receiving a much-needed download.
Cotyle returned.  Rhiz is now complete.  The Citizens didn’t visit Rhiz or this area when they were present, and few Helpers have been here since the disappearance.  Please inform your group to be careful.  There are abrupt pitfalls.
“As I suspected, there are no safety features,” Malick shouted to his group above the din of the underground river.  “The robot in charge of this area is Rhiz.  While I see what I can find out from it, the rest of you scout the area and memorize the layout.”
He joined the two robots, standing near the river. 
Hello, Rhiz.  My name is Malick.
Yes, I’ve been told.  What do you want?
Arachana’s exclusion field is weakening.  Could that be the result of the city’s power failing?
Of course it’s the result of failing power.  I told Primary One 2,000 years ago not to take away my assistants, but did it listen?  NO.  Just because this facility ran smoothly for over a thousand years, doesn’t mean it will continue for the next thousand years—now does it?  The power output is down to twenty-five percent of capacity and continues to decrease year by year.  I’m only in charge of overall operation.  I’ve no capabilities in the numerous tasks required to perform maintenance.  Not so long ago my assistants performed those tasks, but since they were recycled, I’ve been denied the help necessary to improve performance.  Violet was our only hope, and then Primary One cut her communication lines.  Now, when the Citizens return, the Savages will greet them.
Perhaps Cotyle didn’t tell you that it was Violet who brought us here to help find the Citizens.  Of course we’ll do what we can, but first we must get the power back to full production.  Will you help us?
Cotyle conveniently left that out of my download—no doubt on the insistence of Primary One.  Now I have a question for you, Malick.    What do you know of hydroelectric-power generation?
A fair amount, actually.  Please tell me the layout of the facility and its general operation, including when the failure started, and how fast it progressed.
***
It took several hours for Rhiz to tell Malick exactly what he needed to know.  It was plenty, and by the time they’d finished, his head ached.  Communicating with the verbose robot had exhausted him—but they weren’t finished yet.
Malick, do you now know where the problems lie?
I believe so.  We'll return tomorrow to begin work.  Thank you, Rhiz.  Cotyle, proceed to the surface.  We'll meet you there.
Yes, Malick.  Please be quick.  It's imperative your group be settled inside the nearest refuge before Triday starts. 
As Cotyle commenced its slow but inevitable trek to the surface, Malick addressed Bit; who was in the corner running his metal-clad fingers over the cave wall.  “Bit, have you uncovered something?”
“Yes, and it’s most extraordinary.  Not only are the walls lined with carbon nanosheets, they’re also coated with carbon nanotubes.”
“I’d expect to see both, though not in this quantity.  Most curious.”
***
On their way to the surface, Malick listened to the team’s observations.  “Your findings agree with the data Rhiz provided.  There are two separate intakes where the river bifurcates, each with its own spillway.  Were you able to observe them?”
“Negative,” Ram answered.  “The water was cresting the spillway in both cases.”
“Which means one of two things has happened.  Either the flow of the river has steadily increased over the years—or, and this is more likely—both intakes are clogged.  Rhiz says the flow of water to either intake can be closed off to allow for cleaning.  There are three separate screens on both intakes; each has consecutively smaller apertures.  Originally, there were three specific robots tasked with cleaning the screens at regular intervals, but those robots have since been recycled.  Because it's an underground river, the screens didn't require cleaning in over a thousand years, so that task was given a low priority.  We can't accurately assess the problem until we divert the flow.”
Luna, standing at the back of the group, rose up on her toes and raised her hand.  “A cave-in or flood somewhere upriver could have easily caused the problem they're experiencing.”
Malick nodded his agreement.  “Rhiz will be able to divert the flow, but the task of cleaning will fall on us.  Cotyle is just ahead.  It was insistent we seek the nearest refuge and settle in for the beginning of Triday.  I get the feeling Triday isn't going to the simple drizzle we’ve grown to love.”
“You mean that you have grown to love,” Jukk grumbled.  “If it’s going to rain, then just get it over with.  I’m tired of being spit on all day.”
***
Before breaching the surface, Malick gave Cotyle a complete itinerary for the following day with regard to the hydroelectric plant.  The sky was bleeding veins of blue when Kitty ran up to him and rubbed her head against his stomach.  She was so big now she barely had to stretch to reach it.
Kitty hungry.
He smiled down at her.  Be patient a bit longer.  We’ll be eating as soon as we get back to the refuge.
Good.  Kitty find no food in this place.  Kitty not like this place.
Neither do I, Kitty—there’s something not quite right about it.  I promise we'll stay only as long as necessary.  Now, please go tell Nep and the others to join us.
Yes Parent.
***
They got back to the refuge as the last hint of green lingered in the sky.
Malick, I’ll return when the green returns to the sky.  Primary One will be informed of our actions today and your intentions for tomorrow.  Would you like me to add any more information?
Yes, tell Primary One I look forward to meeting it and that we're thankful for the aid the Helpers have shown us—and thank you for your help today, Cotyle.
Very well, but you should know Primary One has no personality.  Also, you’ll find nourishment for uptake inside. I mean for ‘eating lunch.’  Please remain in this refuge until I return.  This shelter is for your safety during Triday.
Cotyle scurried away.  An involuntary shiver traveled down Malick’s spine.  Jukk was right; it did resemble a giant spider—especially the way it deployed its many legs.  A deep snarl behind him made Malick whirl around.
“Okay, maybe I misjudged the big spider bots,” Jukk atoned.  “They brought us an enormous snake for dinner—only they forgot to kill it!”




CHAPTER 6:  Silence
***
“Oh my poor son, your father and I have been looking for you for days!”  His mother’s anxious eyes traveled over her little boy.  “Look at you.  You're filthy and so thin.  Come into the kitchen.  You need to eat and drink!”
He took a step and faltered, dropping his sacks.
His father scooped him up before he hit the ground.  “My boy, this time your adventures were nearly the death of you.  Your mother and I couldn't bear to lose you.  You must consider all possibilities while you're on these explorations.  You need to…”
“Now isn't the time, Husband.  Get him to the table so I can feed him.”
The house was warm and smelled of bread.  He sat at the table for what seemed like hours, shoveling food into his mouth.
“Enough,” his mother chided him, prying the fork from his grasp.  “I don’t want you feeling sick all night.” 
While she cleared the table, his father stared at him.  Returning, she kissed her son on the forehead.  “Now, tell us where you’ve been.  Remember, we love you more than the world itself.  We're not mad at you, but you had us so worried.”
A tear spilled from his mother’s eye and landed on his hand to mingle with the dirt.  He touched it and smeared the mud around for a few moments.  “I was exploring caves near the North River.  I was staying close to the openings, as you instructed.  I found a tunnel near the rear of one cave that connected to a cave I hadn’t explored yet.  The tunnel ended on a small overlook.  When I sat to eat lunch, the rock gave way beneath me.  I landed hard but was unharmed.  The cave smelled different, and I soon found the reason why.  There was a crude bed tucked away in the corner; it was made of broken twigs, leaves, and different types of hair.  I looked over the cave floor and found a variety of bones, some old, some not. 
I tried to flee, but met up with a mighty cave bear returning with her young at the mouth of the cave.  She stood on her hind legs and roared, blotting out the light from the entrance.  I ran back to where I had fallen, but there were no handholds with which to climb.  I could hear the bear running toward me, so I scampered to the end of the cave, fearing my life would soon be over.  There was a thin cleft in the wall, and I managed to squeeze through just before her claws dug into the rock near my face.  I took two steps and fell into a shallow pit.  I found my pack and turned on the light torch.  There were three exits, and one of them was being ripped apart by the biggest animal I've ever seen.  Giving way to fear, I ran through the nearest exit, holding my torch high.
“I wandered aimlessly as my torch continued to dim.  When it finally ran out of energy, I angrily cast it aside, fell to my knees, and cried like a helpless child.” 
His mother was crying.  His father put an arm around her and beckoned him to continue. 
“I must have fallen asleep in grief, for when I awoke I saw light.  I thought I was saved, and in a way, I was.  The cave was shining with the soft green light of glowworms.  There were thousands of them, squirming all over the walls and ceiling.  I pulled out one of the sacks I carry to collect artifacts and filled it with glowworms.  Then I continued wandering, hopelessly lost and dying of thirst.  Time held no meaning as my body began shaking from the cold.  I managed to stumble upon a small trickle of water feeding a large pool.  I drank, then slept.  When I awoke, I forced myself to eat one glowworm, then another.  They tasted horrible, but remained in my stomach.  I continued searching until I felt a draft against my cheek.  I had blundered upon another animal’s den, only this den was much older. 
That’s when I made an incredible discovery amongst the bones.  The way out was easy to find, as the animal that had once inhabited the den was gigantic.”  He raised a finger.  “Wait!  I brought back an artifact.” 
He rushed outside and retrieved his sacks.  “Look!  These are the glowworms that saved me.”  He placed the first sack on the floor.  “And this is what I found.”  He placed the second sack on the table and opened it.
His father peered inside then dipped his hand in the sack, coming away with a gigantic skull.  “What you have found is astounding indeed.  That skull is as big as a cave bear, but those fangs belong to the feline family.  So do those claws.”
“Husband, those claws are as long as your outstretched hand, and the fangs are the length of your forearm.  Son, can you find your way back to this ancient den?”
“Yes, Mother.”
“Husband, do you realize he’s uncovered the remains of a prehistoric Gargantuon!  Until this moment, their existence was thought only to be legend.  The world museum must know of this discovery.”
“I agree, but we mustn’t let on that it was our son who found it.  We'll choose another to take his place.”
“Father, may I keep the loose fang?  We can say it was not found.  Please.”
“Yes, the find was yours and nearly cost you your life.  No one must ever know you have it.  What do you intend to do with the monstrous tooth?”
“Something wonderful.”
***
Cold.  Endless cold!
Malick bolted to his feet and wrapped his arms tightly around himself to ward off the bone-chilling freeze, but the sensation was gone.  He felt nothing, nor could he hear a storm outside.  Perhaps Triday hadn’t come yet.  He glanced down to see if he’d awakened Lumina and Kitty.  No one lay at his feet—not Lumina, not Kitty, not a single member of his crew was within the refuge.
Lumina.  Kitty.  Nep!  Malick yelled with his mind.  “Ram.  Byte!” he screamed aloud, yet no sound came from his mouth.  Odd.  He yelled again, and still there was no sound.  In fact, his ears perceived complete silence.  This was a new experience; even in the deepest cave on his home world he’d heard his own breathing, the whisper of his own movements.  Now all he felt was the vibration of his skeletal system when he moved; he didn’t hear anything—not the creak of a joint or the scuffle of a footfall.  Nor did he feel any air movement.  The one thing he did take notice of was his vision; normally crystal clear, it was now faulty.  He could pick out only shades of gray—he saw no color.  He switched to the infrared spectrum hoping for a better picture, but the drabness only got worse.  Now everything came back at him as a single shade of gray.  Everywhere.  He looked down at his arms.  No heat signature of any kind—as if he was not even there.  When his mind began to spin, he returned his sight to the visible, to this shadow world.  He closed his eyes tightly and grimaced.
“Enough!”  Malick pleaded with himself.  “I’ll not give way to irrational thought!”  He fought to regain his composure, to remain true to himself, and to be in control once again.  He relaxed his muscles, quieted his mind, and slowly opened his eyes to this empty world of gray.
Cul.  Prat, he called out to the two bots in charge of this refuge.  No reply.
Stay in control, he told himself over and over.  Walking calmly to the open door, he peered outside.  The sky was medium-dark gray, the ground very dark gray, and the living buildings he could see were somewhere in between.  No movements of any kind, not in the sky or a single leaf on the buildings—no movements and no sounds.  It wasn’t a deadly quiet.  To say that would be an understatement.  This was far worse than death.  He should know.  Hadn’t he died once already in this lifetime and reborn anew?
Malick had grown to love his heightened senses. They made him feel more alive than he’d ever felt before his incarceration in the regeneration tank, now his heightened senses mocked him.
He turned and scrutinized every inch of his shelter for any signs of his comrades, sickened all over again by the realization he was indeed alone—not a companionable solitude, a purgatory-like solitude.  There was something else he didn't see:  he didn’t see a single footprint in the immaculate soil, despite the fact he’d just walked to the opening.  He jumped up and down, pounding his feet into the soft soil, and then stepped aside and looked down.  There were no impressions, no markings in the loam of any kind.  It was as though his presence in this place had zero impact.  He reached for a leaf jutting out near the doorway.  It was as solid as a rock and as unmovable as a mountain.  Not to be denied, he hunkered down and put every ounce of strength and pride into the task of moving this single leaf.  If the leaf were made of the densest rock, it would've at least snapped at the stem.  If it were made of the strongest plassmetal, it would've bent under the tremendous force he was exerting—but nothing happened.  Not even a slight budge.  His existence was so inconsequential he couldn't move even a single leaf.
Wrenching his head upward, Malick raged at the sky and heard only the soundlessness of deep space.  With fury and madness threatening his existence, he ran.  He ran to escape.  Ran to flee this purgatory, ran to regain his sanity.  But even though he ran faster than he’d ever run before, he felt no air dance across his face.  Yet still he ran, not stopping until he reached the edge of Arachana.  Long past caring what happened to him, he ran headlong into the exclusion field only to find that—like his crewmen—the field was gone. 
Leaving Arachana behind, he stumbled and fell face first into the grass, shocked to discover that the once-lush blades were now millions of unyielding daggers.  He rose up, certain he was going to be a punctured, bloody mass of flesh.  Yet there were no cuts on his skin or bruises to his epidermis.  In fact, he felt no sensations of any kind. 
Malick’s scream of torment was a byproduct of his frustration, a frustration born of his own impotence.  His inability to make rational decisions based on scientific data had given way to unbridled primordial emotion.  He battered his fists unrelentingly at the grass until the futility of his movements made him laugh—a lyrical, demented laugh, as if he were a lunatic in some dark asylum.  The grass and his fists remained unchanged, unaffected, and unaltered. His mind was unable to grasp the reasons why.
He was shocked to discover he was not tired, or winded, or anything really—he now existed in a reality where he had no ability to affect change on any level.  Mentally tired of fighting the quandary set before him, he decided to do the only thing he could do—that which had always sustained him since childhood—he would explore. 
Looking past where the exclusion field separated the city from the wilderness, Malick noticed that the grass daggers rose from the ground at various heights everywhere, rendering the land outside Arachana impassable.  Even though the grass couldn't harm him, walking on its tips would require acrobatics beyond his abilities.  And even if he found a game trail, a single bent stem arching across the path would be enough to stop him in his tracks.
No, exploring Arachana was his only option.  Because of his newfound robustness, it didn't seem to matter whether he ran or walked.  Malick leapt, darted, and bounded through each living building and every inch of land throughout the city.  He varied his movements at every opportunity so he could feel something different—so he could feel anything.  Still, he sensed no life of any kind; observed no movement of any kind; saw nothing he hadn’t expected to see.  And after all the exertion, he found he wasn’t thirsty, hungry, or tired.  So, he surveyed the city a second time, just in case.  Sadly, he hadn’t been mistaken.  There was only gray.




CHAPTER 7:  Gone
Silver eyes wake.  Kitty bellowed a mournful roar.
Lumina bolted to a crouched position, Lasword in hand.  Kitty, what’s wrong?
Parent gone.
Lumina glanced at where Malick had been sleeping, then swept the shelter with a critical eye.  “Everyone:  Malick is gone!”
“Ram, where is the Captain?  Daxx yelled to the Redulin.  “When did he leave?”
“Nothing has passed through this opening since we entered the refuge.  I don’t know where the Captain has gone.”
Nep hurried to an agitated Kitty and placed her hand between the feline’s eyes.  Do you know where the Captain went?
Parent gone.
Did you hear him leave?  Is he close?
No close.  Parent no leave.  Parent … Parent vanish.  Kitty no longer feel Parent!
Nep’s eyes bulged and her skin turned a lighter shade of white, “Kitty says the Captain didn’t leave.  He vanished!”




CHAPTER 8:  Tunnels
Arachana was one mile in diameter.  Tall poles lined the perimeter, each equipped with a box out of which a mass of filaments protruded.  Malick took note of the fact the poles seemed to be similar to the ones that ran down the center of Bine, only taller.  The exclusion field was nonfunctional.  More out of curiosity than need, he grabbed his Lasword.  To his astonishment, it wouldn’t activate. 
Returning it to his belt, he continued his rounds.  Thousands of living shelters dotted Arachana, all exactly the same.  Four of these shelters covered openings, which as far as he could tell, led to underground tunnels with inky interiors.  He recognized one as the tunnel that led to the hydroelectric plant; the other three went to places unknown.  Malick surmised these shadowy portals led to the industrial complex responsible for driving Arachana. 
With his infrared sight useless, he decided against venturing inside them, as he knew he was not equipped to feel his way around what might prove to be endless mazes.
Malick’s journey had also unearthed something akin to a park, which appeared to contain some unusual plant life, although the darkness made it impossible to confirm his notion.  Lastly, he’d observed numerous fields of crops, all wilted or dead.  The bots might be proficient in performing many tasks, but agriculture didn't appear to be one of them.
The tunnels held the key—the answer to all of this—he was certain.  How many hours had passed since his arrival in this place?  To make matters worse, time seemed to be standing still, as it had in the caves of his home world.
Malick returned to his refuge, seating himself where he had been lying next to Lumina. 
If he was here, where was his crew? 
He placed his head between his hands and repeated:  “I will not despair.”




CHAPTER 9:  Flicker
“We must fan out and search the area,” Jukk yelled frantically.
Everyone was talking at once, and emotion was rampant. 
Daxx fought to control himself.  What would Malick do?  Suddenly, he knew. 
Daxx held a hand up to the others.  “Stop,” he shouted to the others.  “Get yourselves under control.  What do we actually know?”  He asked, now thinking aloud.  “According to Kitty, the Captain has vanished, yet nothing has entered or left this shelter according to Ram.  So, Kitty is correct:  the Captain must’ve vanished. 
As strange as this sounds, it’s not the first time.  Remember when he proposed the toast in the caves of the Riders of the Wind?  One second he was raising his vessel, and the next he’d winked out of our existence.  He reappeared on the floor within seconds in a half-frozen state.  I know for a fact he winked out again when he battled the Gliders because he told me he’d flickered in and out of existence, moving from Glider to Glider.  Then there was the time he and I were sitting near the edge of the cliffs.  He was describing the sensation of flickering to me when the emotions of the fight overtook him, and he flickered again.  Only that time, he took me with him.  His hand had been on my shoulder.  Although it lasted only a few seconds, it still felt as if a sword of liquid nitrogen had been rammed through my gut as the Captain fought to bring me back to reality. 
“It was only after we’d returned to the landing site that I tried to recreate the phenomenon.  I asked the Captain to flicker again, but he wasn’t able to do so.  I reasoned that because the Riders of the Wind were located to the south of our landing point, and the ocean was even farther south than that, maybe the Isle of Wind was somehow enabling him to flicker.  The Captain pointed out that both locations were also west of the landing point. 
“I submit to you now that the Captain’s premonition was correct.  There is something about this place that has allowed him to flicker, but not return.”




CHAPTER 10:  Cold
Malick sifted through everything that had happened to him for the hundredth time, trying to figure out a possible solution to his dilemma.  It came to him in a flash:  he’d been dreaming right before the unrelenting cold had awakened him, hadn’t he?  Right before he’d found himself in this gray world?  The thought empowered him.
There was one thing he was absolutely sure of:  he was still in the same physical space he’d occupied when he’d been asleep.  It was only his concept of time with certain specific physical aspects of this environment that had been drastically altered.  Or were missing. 
The intense sensation of freezing reminded him of his battle with the Gliders, during which time he’d flickered back and forth, willing himself from one Glider to the next.
Ergo, if he wished to return to the other reality, he must pass through the forbidding frigidness to get there.
Resigned to the fate, Malick concentrated with all his will on the sensation of cold.  Within seconds a giant bone-chilling hand gripped his body and started to crush him.




CHAPTER 11:  Return
An exhilarated roar split his eardrums as Kitty’s silky fur smothered his shivering body.
Parent cold.  Kitty warm Parent.  Kitty not like when Parent leave.  Why Parent leave Kitty?
Not … my … choice.  His teeth began to chatter as he lifted his eyes gingerly toward a sea of lighted torches darting back and forth in the dark shelter.  His mind felt as if he was straining through icy slush, trying to find the words to speak.  The words bombarding him were just senseless noise. 
While he struggled to come to grips with his surroundings, Kitty had positioned her jaw over the top of his head, placed a paw on his chest, and covered his thighs with her hind leg.  Malick could hear her heart booming as warmth enfolded him.
He could feel again! 
Malick sifted in and out of sleep as he thawed.  In time, his cocoon of warmth began to feel like an oven, as a rolling thunderclap boomed down on his peacefulness.  He lurched up and pushed Kitty and Lumina roughly away.  “Sorry.”
“It's only thunder, beloved.  Be at ease, the night is still young.”  Lumina kissed his cheek.
Kitty not like noise.  Sky mad?
A smile crept upon his face.  Kitty had never heard thunder until now.  Malick explained what was happening, then told her to be ready for flashes of light and peals of thunder in the sky.  He’d no sooner finished when another cascading thunderclap filled the refuge, this one much closer.
Kitty not like when sky mad.  Make it stop.
I can't.  It will pass when the storm is over.  Don’t fear.  We're safe.
“Well, it sounds like you brought a real storm back with you Captain,” Jukk snickered.
Before Malick could answer, the winds outside began to howl, and a downpour descended on the perfectly manicured landscape. 
“The wind direction must be predictable,” Daxx said, raising his voice against the storm.  “They’ve put the doorway and windows on the leeward side of the shelter, which completely blocks out the wind and rain.  Amazing!”
A series of lightning strikes, one after another, streamed down on Arachana from the tumultuous clouds.  The concussion waves that followed were deafening, and Kitty let out a barrage of mournful cries.
“Ram, you better stand away from the doorway or risk being struck,” Daxx warned his friend.  “For that matter, do you think we’re safe in this place?” 
Ram took a step backward, but didn't relinquish his post as sentinel.  “Arachana’s exclusion field is acting as an enormous lightning rod.  The entire city is a safe haven.”
As thousands upon thousands of volts of electricity showered the city, Malick squeezed Lumina’s hand.  Nep quickly joined them.  Together, they walked toward the doorway and stood next to Ram, peering outside at nature’s chaos from the cozy snugness of the shelter.  The volume of rain pouring down, and magnitude of the lightning strikes, was beyond anything he’d ever witnessed. 
Nep, Lumina, have you ever seen a storm such as this?
Yes,  Nep sent back.  This amount of rain is common on Aquis, but wind and lightning of such magnitude is unprecedented.
Lumina’s haunting
response came after.  I've no memories of rain or lightning.  Then she lightened back up.  What of your Oberus?
Occasionally we had winds of greater magnitude, but never this quantity of rain or lightning.  I'm afraid the little raking bots will be working overtime tomorrow.
In time, the lightning subsided as the booming shockwaves moved north, yet the wind and rain lingered. 
Malick raised his voice.  “I know you have questions about what happened to me earlier.  And believe me, I've quite the story to tell, but it will have to wait.   Right now, I need rest.  I suggest you do the same.”
Malick awoke to a still cobalt sky.  Although he missed direct sunlight, the colors of this world were growing on him.  After his harrowing experience of the previous night, he doubted he’d ever take anything—especially Sworld’s color palette—for granted again. 
After rousting his cat, he and Kitty ate in companionable silence, watching the rest of the crew return from their nightly dreamlands and prepare for the day ahead. 
When everyone had eaten, he kept his promise of the previous night, starting with his battle with the Gliders.  “Which brings me to what happened to me last night.  I believe I was flickering back and forth between where I was last night and this reality, if only for the briefest of moments.” 
Lumina, who had joined them during their meal, trembled involuntarily.
Malick looked for answers in her sultry silver eyes.  “How long was I gone?”
“Long enough for us to form a search party.  Kitty awoke right after you vanished and sounded the alarm. We were forming a search party when Daxx presented us with a theory similar to yours.  Just as quickly, we realized looking for you would be useless.  Not long after that, you mysteriously returned to us.”
Malick flashed Daxx a grin before asking everybody a question.  “The bots have consistently told us the Citizens went missing on Triday.  What consistently happens on Triday?”
“It rains—a lot,” Wren replied.  “A big storm sweeps across Arachana, just as it did in the quadrant we first landed on.”
“What else?”
“The magnetic poles reverse,” Jett muttered under his breath.
“Yes, and that’s significant.”  Malick’s fingertips came together.  “Because I think it was this magnetic reversal—and maybe in conjunction with the western location of Arachana—that caused me to enter an alternate reality and stay there.”
“So how did you get back?” Daxx asked.
“Sheer willpower, my friend.”  Recalling the overwhelming bleakness of the gray Arachana, a sympathetic shiver quaked through him, and he almost flickered again.  “What if the Citizens found themselves in the same predicament?  But were never able to find their way back.”
“You said you were gone for hours in the other reality.  Yet in this one, you were gone only minutes.  According to the robots, the Citizens vanished more than 3,000 years ago.  If so, how long must it feel to them?  What’s more, is it possible they’re still alive?”
“I do think it's possible.  Interestingly enough, I felt no hunger, thirst, or fatigue even though I constantly exerted myself.  So physically, time may have no meaning, but mentally—” Malick shook his head with despair.  “If they're still alive, I can't see how they remained sane after all this time.”  He held up his Lasword.  “And I regret to report our technology didn't function.”
“Does this mean we’re going to look for the Citizens instead of fixing Arachana’s power problem?”  Jett asked.
“No, it means we’re going to do both.  For the record, I saw no hint of a Citizen anywhere in the other reality.  It’s possible they’re in the tunnels, and what better way to look for them than under the guise of fixing the power supply?  While the Redulins and Aria are down in the tunnels dealing with that, I want the rest of you to fan out and scour the landscape for any discrepancies between my story and this reality.”
“And what will you be doing while we’re growing tired and hungry?  Jukk said drolly.
“Kitty and I will be at the park.”
Despite the upheaval caused by the previous night’s storm, the robotic groundskeepers seemed to have already raked and leveled every inch of the landscape—well, at least the part he and Kitty were walking over as they made their way to the park in the distance.  Everywhere he looked appeared tidy and pristine; there wasn’t a puddle, stream, or mud bog as far as he could see.
They were within a hundred feet of the park entrance when Kitty stopped, raised her head, and sniffed the humid air.
Kitty smell death.
Where?
Kitty smell death many places.
Malick extended his senses.  He could feel only his crewmen within the city.  Are the others in danger?
Kitty not think so.  Kitty check.
Please alert me to anything you find that might pose a problem.  He reached down and stroked his cat’s thick fur.  And, as always, be careful.
Yes Parent. 
With that, Kitty loped off to investigate, and he continued on to the park.  As he drew near, a multi-segmented robot ran toward him in serpentine fashion, stopped in front of him, and reared up on its hindquarters; dozens of little legs danced in the air.
You're Malick.  My name is Creeper.  Have you come to visit the creophagous gardens?  It would be an honor for me to give you a tour of the primitive floras.
What a fitting name. Nice to meet you.  He ran his eyes swiftly across the plants before him.  Are all plants in the garden carnivorous?
Yes.  We have a magnificent collection.  Many of the floras are singular with no apparent lineage.  Still others have evolved over time, in which case, we’ve preserved as many ancestral lines as possible.  From the smallest to the largest, if it can be found in the wild, we cultivate it here.
I look forward to the tour, but first I wonder if you’ll answer a few questions.  Tell me what you know of the day the Citizens disappeared.
The Citizens left at the exact start of Triday, 3,431 years ago.
How can you be so precise? 
I had just returned from procuring my most recent primitive specimen.
I see.  Do you know the difference between disappearing and leaving?
I do.  Your wording is more accurate:  disappearing.  Primary One instructed us to use the word “left” because disappearing is impossible. 
Thank you, Creeper.  Another question:  How do you know the Citizens disappeared at the exact start of Triday?
I know because the garden features several specimens that close or seal themselves during Triday.  These specimens were in the process of doing so when the alarm sounded, warning us of the Citizens’ disappearance.  The plants in question are the most evolved, showing responsive actions to stimuli but exhibiting no reasoning or communication abilities.
Fascinating.  Were the Citizens together when they disappeared?  If so, what were they doing?
Yes, the Citizens were collectively ingesting nutrients, something they always did before Triday.  Although, my recollection is one Citizen was in his laboratory at that time, but he also disappeared.
Who was it?
Who was what?
What was the Citizen’s name?
Name?  The Citizens don’t have names.  We refer to the one in question as Yellow.  Yellow is my favorite Citizen, although Primary One states we can’t have favorite Citizens.  Yellow is the most evolved Citizen.
Where is Yellow’s laboratory?
Yellow’s laboratory is in tunnel three.  Would you like your tour of the gardens now?
Yes.  Show me as much as you wish, but I must leave when the sky is red.
Marvelous.  Let me start with my newest and most primitive specimen.  It has a most unique way of snaring insects and small rodents.  After studying it for hundreds of years, I've determined it uses, oddly enough, air-pressure waves.  I came about this discovery one day when I noticed the sensory organs on one of the rodents responding to the plant.  Afterward, I devised a method to measure the plant’s output.  It uses an air pocket in its stem to create air-pressure waves, which attract the animals, thereby ensnaring the animal in its many wandering vines.  Fascinating, though inefficient, because the air-pressure waves rapidly dissipate with distance.  I believe animals communicate in this primitive fashion, though I haven’t convinced Primary One of the possibility.  Next we have…
The small creeping robot proved to be a fountain of information about carnivorous plants.  Malick was determined to remember everything so he could give Ivyy an earful upon his return.  The ruby sky held just a hint of green as they approached the last and largest flesh eater.
I find this specimen to be the most impressive specimen of the primitive creophagous flora.  It’s called the Mimic plant.  Large enough to ingest all but the Savages in the wild, it’s also the most intelligent.  I’m so excited you came today because the Mimic plant only feeds once every thirty days, and today is feeding day.  Please remain where we are so as not to disturb the animal.
Malick knelt next to Creeper.  They were about 200 feet from what looked like the front of the plant, which was a massive door thirty feet in width and twenty feet in height and shaped like a straight-sided bowl.  It had hundreds of what Creeper referred to as “wandering vines,” as thick as his arms, sprawling about and dangling from the bowl.  The anterior of the bowl seemed to flow and undulate like the face of a living mirror.  As the breeze changed slightly, he detected a sickening sweet odor emanating from the top of the bowl. 
A spider-like robot appeared abruptly, clutching an animal reminiscent of a goat.  The robot stopped thirty feet from the Mimic plant and set the goat to the ground before scurrying away.  The goat bleated and sniffed the air.  He watched with intrigue as the face of the Mimic plant shifted to a three-dimensional mirror image of the goat.  Not only were the physical contours and measurements of the image exact replicas of those exhibited by the goat, it was also an exact color match.  The goat bleated again and sniffed the air.  The Mimic plant echoed the goat’s bleat.  As the goat approached the face of the plant, the mirror image shifted continuously, luring the unsuspecting animal closer.  When it was within a few feet, the goat stopped and bleated again.  This time the plant responded by encircling the helpless animal with dozens of vines, lifting it into the air, and placing it in the center of the plant’s bowl-like structure.  He heard several seconds of fitful splashing and then nothing.  His stomach tightened.
Wasn’t that marvelous, Malick?  The Mimic plant is highly evolved compared to the millions of wildlings around it.  However, the Mimic remains vulnerable because it can only feed on creatures in close proximity.  To be truly evolved, you must be able to move freely within your environment and communicate with those of your kind, such as you and the Citizens.  This concludes the tour.  Please return to the gardens at your leisure.  I’m at your service anytime.
Malick thanked the bot and made his way back to their shelter, lost in thought.
Kitty and the others had already returned from their own explorations when he entered the shelter.  They were just settling in for lunch.  Malick joined them, unaware of his crew’s questioning stares, as he remained in a state of deep introspection throughout the meal.
“Captain, was there something about the gardens that's keeping you pensive?”  Nep asked.
Malick gave Nep a faraway look, a smile growing on his face.  “Yes and no.  The gardens are merely a collection of fascinating carnivorous plants.  However, I feel as if I'm missing something; something obvious that remains on the outskirts of my thoughts; something important that I'm unable to grasp.  Maybe one of you found—or didn't find—something that will fill in the gaps.  Please report.”
“We discussed our observations while preparing lunch,” Nep began, “but saw nothing that contradicted your version, save for one detail, which we can readily explain.  There appear to be no dead plants in the fields—or elsewhere.  However, the many and various bots had just finished tilling, turning, raking, and leveling the raised beds, so perhaps that accounts for their absence.  In fact, every inch of soil has been finely manicured throughout the city.  It’s as if no storm had come at all.  The ground had soaked up every drop of rain, and the bots made sure there was no evidence of runoff or erosion.  The bot’s capabilities are absolutely fascinating, wouldn’t you say?”
“Yes, remarkable,” he said offhandedly, once again staring off into space.  “Just a moment.”  He turned to his cat, lounging alongside him.  Kitty, did you find out why you smelled death?
Kitty smell death in ground.  Smell death everywhere in ground.  Death fresh.
Malick got to his feet and moved toward the doorway, leaving Kitty and the others behind.  Cotyle was still in the tunnel with the Redulins and Aria.  He wondered if Bine had returned.
Bine, he sent, pushing as hard as he could.  Can you hear me?
Why would I not hear you?  Bine’s pragmatic words came back at him.  Has something changed?
No.  I wasn’t sure you’d returned from your download with Primary One yet.
Well I have, and thank you.  Your assistance in fixing the power station has prolonged my existence.  I won’t be recycled—yet.
I'm glad to hear that.  Now, I need your assistance with something. 
I’m at your service.
Are you familiar with the care and maintenance of the fields?
I know the timetable and basic steps required for maintenance.  Would you like me to relay them to you?
Yes, please.
Following Triday, the Helpers perform major cultivation on each field.  They do so by first turning the soil to a depth of two petals.  Then they apply one-tenth of a petal of fertilizer and leave it exposed to the air for one hour.  When the hour has passed, the Helpers return to turn, till, rake, and level the soil a final time.  That's the depth of my knowledge.
What does the fertilizer consist of?
Organic material.
Please elaborate.  What does it contain specifically?
What you ask for isn’t straightforward, as the exact composition of the fertilizer changes with each application.  However, if I may generalize, the fertilizer consists of material shed by the wildlings as well as any animals harmful to the Citizens.  These constituents are collected and then ground into a fine paste.  I don’t know which wildlings the leaves came from or the individual animals that were used.  Is that specific enough?
Yes, thank you.
Malick, before you terminate our intercourse, I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you I’m quite impressed with your ability to get the q-box-extension laboratory functioning.
Malick scratched his brow.  Q-box-extension laboratory?  Why do you say that?
How else could we be communicating?  You're nearly ten trunks from my location.
Oh right, Malick sent, playing along.  What is the maximum distance the Citizens can communicate without the q-box-extension laboratory?
One trunk.  Are you insinuating you aren’t using the q-box-extension laboratory?
We haven’t found any laboratories yet.
Oh my, you’re a surprising one.  The Ancients were wise to send you.
Thank you, Bine.
I’m at your service any time.
Malick rejoined his crew, sat, and let out an exasperated sigh.  “I've just communicated with Kitty and Bine.  Kitty said she smelled death this morning and went to investigate.  The smell was emanating from something that had been killed recently, as she could smell it radiating up from the soil everywhere.  So I asked Bine about the fields, and he said the bots fertilize the fields after each Triday and the fertilizer consists of plants and animals harmful to the Citizens.”
“I guess that’s one way to make sure you’re at the top of the food chain,” Jukk quipped.
Wren gasped.  “That’s not safe.  Using animal remains as fertilizer was abandoned on Oberus many thousands of years ago.  Apart from the stench, it attracted predators and ultimately led to numerous health issues.”  She gave her head a rueful shake.  “Now that I think about it, we’ve been upwind of the fields ever since we arrived.  If the wind ever subsides, this city is going to get ripe.  Could it be that the Citizens also have no sense of smell?”
“Why not?  It would be in keeping with everything else we’ve learned about them,” Malick said.  “It's obvious their vision is in a different spectrum and—after talking with the bot in charge of the carnivorous gardens—I've deduced the Citizens can't hear either.  Bine told me the Citizens can't communicate telepathically at distances greater than 250 feet.”  His thoughts drifted off topic before returning abruptly.  “It’s likely the wilted plants I saw in the fields in the other reality were destined for fertilizer.”
As Malick thought about the plants lying atop the fields in his other reality, Jukk began to fade from his view, and he felt the sensation of a frozen spike piercing his head.  He quickly tensed his muscles and concentrated on the here and now.
“Captain, you faded for a second,” Jukk said, his voice ripe with concern.  “Are you all right?”
Jukk’s words seemed to float on the edge of his reality, and Malick used them as an anchor.  “Yes.  Whatever is going on here, it's allowing me to flicker between realities easily—too easily.  I must pay more attention to my thoughts and emotions.”  After rooting himself firmly in this reality, Malick noticed Jett pacing just inside the doorway.  “Jett, is something bothering you?  Did you see something outside?”
“Yes and no.  As you know, I've devoted my entire life to the pursuit of engineering with very little time for other subjects.  I don’t wish to appear ignorant, but something you said troubles me.  It seems so obvious I must be wrong, but yet I don’t see how I can be.”
Malick chuckled.  “Some of the greatest mistakes in history have resulted from not seeing the obvious.  Whatever it is, tell us.  No one will pass judgment on you, although a small laugh may not be out of the question.”
Jett grinned back at him.  “Alright.  It’s the fields, Captain.  They don’t make sense.  Is there really a plant that can be sown, grown, and then harvested in just three days, even with the best fertilizers?”
Malick shifted though his memories.  “Well.  Anyone?  Par?”
No answer.
Malick scratched his head, mystified.  “Hard to believe we missed that.  Botany is one subject I have studied.  I know of no life form that grows that quickly other than a bacterium.”
“Yes, but remember Captain, we're on Sworld,” Daxx said.  “We’ve seen and done a lot of strange things.  Things we never saw or experienced back on Oberus.”
“Point taken, Daxx.  I’ll ask Bine.”  Bine, I've another question for you.  What crops are grown in the fertilized fields in the northern part of the city?
What is a ‘crop’?
A plant cultivated for food.
If this is an attempt at humor, it’s appalling.  No civilized species would commit such atrocities. 
Puzzled by Bine’s heated reaction to his innocuous question, Malick let a few heartbeats skip by before he sent.  Sorry, there must be a misinterpretation of words.  I’ll rephrase my inquiry:  What plants are grown in the northern part of the city that the Citizens harvest and then partake of their nutrients?
My, how vulgar.  Your words weren’t misinterpreted, merely misplaced.  Are we to continue to converse in this manner?
Are you insinuating the Citizens eat no plant life?  Sorry, the Citizens don’t partake of any plant nutrients?
Oh, now I grasp our misunderstanding.  I told you earlier the fertilizer consists of plant material—the parts of the plant shed by the wildlings,  the parts they no longer need.  Technically speaking, these pieces are no longer alive.  We Helpers would never knowingly kill a living plant—that would be inexcusable and not tolerated by the Citizens.  Do you understand now?
Yes and no.  In the simplest terms, what are the fields in the northern part of the city used for?  Why are they cultivated and fertilized to such high standards?
They exist for the Citizens, of course.  It’s where they ‘eat lunch.’
As his legs gave way underneath him, Malick crumpled to the ground.  Bine, what am I?
My, what an odd question.  You’re Malick.
No, not who am I.  What am I?
You’re like the Citizens, only closed.  I’ve wondered how you can see that way.
More specifically, am I an insect, plant, or mammal?
What a silly question.  Why do you play these rudimentary games with me?  You're a plant, of course.
Why of course?
Because insects are too small in stature to manipulate anything of importance, and mammals hold no capability for intelligence.




CHAPTER 12:  Acotylites
“Impossible.”  Bine, why do you think mammals aren’t intelligent?
My reasoning is simple.  Mammals can’t use tools, they don’t form civilized groups outside the family unit, and they don’t communicate in any intelligent fashion we can discern.  Plants and insects can do all those things.  These capabilities have allowed plants to dominate the biosphere, outnumbering the insects billions to one, and the insects outnumber the mammals billions to one.  Mammals only exhibit primitive, rudimentary actions—replenishment, regeneration, and procreation.  Your animal would've leapt to its peril had I not raised the exclusion field upon our arrival.   Therefore, it’s only logical plants reign supreme.  The Citizens have a term for the most revolting and dangerous of the mammals—herbivores.  But the worst animals—the Savages—are omnivores.  They’ve no regard for life of any kind, even their own—truly hideous creatures.  How could something evolve which perceives every living thing around it as merely a source of nutrients?  Did I answer your question? 
Yes.  Thank you.  I’ll talk with you later.
When else could we talk?
Malick smothered a laugh as he turned to his crew and said, “Come with me.  It’s time we resolved the only discontinuity between the two realities.”
***
No one said a word until they were standing between two raised fields with the fetid smell of rotting flesh assailing their nostrils.
Jukk was holding his nose shut.  “I think we all believed Wren the first time, Captain.  No need to confirm the stink.”
Malick was not amused.  “The only discrepancy between the reality I flickered into and this one was the wilted or dead plants in these fields.  I must return and see if they're no longer there,” he said coldly.
“Captain, nobody cares about a bunch of dead plants.  What’s the point?  You nearly scared us to death the last time you did whatever it is you do.  It’s not worth it.”  Jukk persisted.
“This one time, dead plants are the key to everything, Jukk.  Because if I'm right, I’ll find the Citizens.”
The frozen nothingness came and went in an instant.  Malick stood under a light-gray sky, staring at medium-gray plants strewn about on the dark-gray earth.  He went quickly to work, kneeling next to the nearest plant.  Its stem had the same girth as his thigh—a good thing since its tip was supporting a huge closed bud, roughly the size of a curled-up Kitty.   A myriad of tendrils, ranging in size and appearance from thick and sturdy to thin and nimble, were spaced at staggered distances along the stem.  Recalling his inability to move even a single blade of grass in this monochrome existence on his previous flicker, he placed his hands on either side of the bud and gently tried to lift it.  To his shock, the bud moved freely in his grasp. 
Citizens.  Citizens, are you still alive?  He sent as loudly as he could, concentrating on the specific difference in telepathy he used to communicate successfully with the Helpers.  Citizens, are you still alive? 
He tried it with the first plant, then a second to no avail.  Over and over, he broadcast the same message, moving from one plant to the next, gently raising each bud then repeating the question.
He knew the longer he remained in this place—this foreboding gray purgatory—the harder it would be to leave again.  Frustrated with his inability to contact any Citizens, he felt as if his luck had finally run out. 
In a final futile attempt to do what he’d set out to do, he shouted one last time.  CITIZENS, ARE YOU HERE?
Nothing.
Time to return.
He focused on the endless cold. 
As the icy ether slipped over him, a voice pierced his consciousness. 
Acotylites awaken.  Someone else is with us!




CHAPTER 13:  Omission
Malick knelt in an empty, hot, and putrid field under the vermilion sky.  He rose shakily to his feet, trembling with his effort to fight off the cold.  Once again grounded, he opened his arms to the sky and welcomed the warmth, bathing himself in every sensation Sworld had to offer.  Shouting like an exuberant lunatic, he ran to the others, scooped up Nep, and spun her around.  “I found the Citizens!”
Bedlam ensued as everyone began talking at once, some shouting excitedly, others bombarding him with questions.
He set Nep gently down on the rich loam and held up his hand for silence.  “Please hold your questions for later.  The Redulins and Aria are probably waiting for us back in the refuge.”
When the shelter came into view, Bit and Byte bounded out to greet Kitty.  The three jostled playfully on the pristine soil, while a trio of raker bots waited nearby to restore order.
Cotyle was there also, standing perfectly still outside their refuge.  Malick, your Helpers have repaired Arachana’s power system.  Power is now at 60%, and the exclusion field is strong enough to repel even two Savages.  Primary One and the Helpers extend our deepest gratitude.  Have you found the Citizens?
No,  he lied.  Did you know the Citizen referred to as Yellow?
Primary One tells us not to label individual Citizens in such a way, but yes, I know the one referred to as Yellow.
A seed of excitement took root inside of him.
I was told he has a laboratory in one of the tunnels, and that at the time the Citizens disappeared, Yellow may have been in his laboratory.  Is that true?
I assume Creeper told you this story.  Primary One has forbidden us from using the term ‘disappeared’ because that would be impossible.  Primary One has also forbidden any Helper from accessing that laboratory since the Citizens departed.  But, what you have said is presumed as truth.  By the way, the q-box extension laboratory belongs to Yellow.
Thank you for your candidness.  Please don’t inform Primary One of our discussion.
That would be deceitful.  Such actions are forbidden.
I agree.  Lying to Primary One is deceitful.  Not
mentioning it is an omission.  Omission isn't an action.
Very well, I’ll omit it.
One more thing, Cotyle.  I’d like you to take us to Yellow’s laboratory after I've finished discussing the day’s events with my fellow travelers.
I’m at your service.
Daxx greeted Aria with a kiss while Malick ushered his crew into the shelter.
“Cotyle tells me your efforts were successful.”
“Yes, Captain, the problem was as we suspected,” Ram replied.  “Both intakes were clogged.  We suspended the little ones inside the intakes with ropes, and they quickly removed the debris.  However, when they had finished, we noted the impeller blades were worn, and the maximum efficiency of the system significantly reduced.  The clogged intakes actually increased the blades overall life span.”
Byte jumped forward.  “There’s something else, Captain,” she said cheerfully.  “While cleaning the grates, we discovered the metal was composed of an unknown alloy.  The durability of this alloy is very good, which is the only reason the power station has continued to function for all these years.”
“While the Redulins were busy with the debris, I had time to study the control station and observe Rhiz,” Aria added.  “There were small raised symbols next to each control surface.  How the control surfaces function and what the symbols mean, I couldn’t decipher.  In fact, except for the mechanical portion of the power station, the rest of the station’s function and design was alien to me.”
“I agree with Aria, Captain.  The wiring was either absent or made of a material I couldn’t even guess at,” Pixel said in a befuddled tone.
“After my latest discovery, that doesn't surprise me.  We’ve done an extraordinary job of accepting the truths we’ve uncovered since landing on Sworld, but now I need you to keep an open mind.”  Malick paused to collect his thoughts.  “If I’d actually listened to the words the Helpers spoke in their everyday conversations, I might’ve flushed out the truth earlier.”
“What truth is that, Captain?”  Nep asked, looking up at him. 
“The Citizens are plants.”
“That’s a good one, Captain.  You nearly had me—plants!”  Jukk chuckled as he slapped Daxx on the back.
“I'm not joking.”  Malick fixed his gaze on the Redulins and Aria.  “There was only one discrepancy between the other reality and this one:  the wilted plants in the fields.  Less than an hour ago, I flickered back to that alternate reality.  The plants I saw before remained in the fields despite the fact the Helpers had just meticulously fertilized and cultivated those same fields.  But, unlike every other part of that alternate reality, I was able to move the plants.  I shouted to the Citizens, well more like screamed at them to wake up, but to no avail.  However, just as I began to return to this reality, I heard:  ‘Acotylites awaken.  Someone else is with us!’  I’m sure of it!”
Jett frowned.  “Couldn’t it have been something down in the tunnels that communicated with you?  You said you never ventured there.”
“Yeah, maybe it was the giant spiders,” Daxx teased, mocking Jukk.
Malick smirked.  “Listen to me, I’m serious!”  The team grew quiet.  “I’m sure I heard at least one voice, which means at least one Citizen is alive.  Besides, the Helper’s words always refer to the ‘earth’ or ‘being grounded,’ as if to put down roots.  They continually remark on how fast we move and that I appear ‘closed.’  I believe they think our heads are, in fact, buds; and that the Citizens must open their buds to see. This reinforces our notion of using radar frequencies for vision. 
“I told you about the Mimic plant, and Par can tell you of a dozen different ways plants react to diverse stimuli, which we have always taken for granted.  Remember, except for single-cell organisms, plants are the oldest living inhabitants on each of our worlds. 
“Before returning to the alternate reality, I asked Bine if I was an insect, plant, or mammal.  It said, ‘You're a plant, of course.’”
Suddenly, the atmosphere was rife with introspection.  Amidst the stark quietness, he pictured the Redulin’s circuitry buzzing with billions of calculations.
Beside him, Lumina gasped.  “That colossal tree Leviathan did communicate with you in the other bird quadrant, more proof of the possibility of intelligent plant life.”
“Though I wasn’t there when that happened, the Captain said it wasn’t an actual conversation. Instead, it was a series of visualizations and feelings.  Right, Captain?”  Jett inquired.
“Yes and no, but this is different.  Yet, you're making my deduction sound like a lunatic’s ravings.  I’m telling you, it was real.  The Citizens are a form of plant life.”  Malick paused, letting out a sigh of exasperation before continuing into verboten territory.  “Our DNA is comprised of genetic material passed along from every life form we’ve evolved from.  In fact, the majority of our genetic material is made up of plant DNA—from the simplest slime in the water to the trees growing on Oberus.  From there, it isn’t a far stretch to imagine that given the right circumstances, evolution might have easily resulted in a form of plant life capable of movement and thought.”
“How do you know such heresy?”  Wren cried out in disbelief.  “The study of genetics has been outlawed for hundreds of years.”
“In my travels as the head of engineering for the University, I came upon an ancient manuscript dealing with the subject,” he lied.  “Naturally, I became enthralled with the illegal tome.”
“Why would the study of genetics be outlawed?”  Rul asked.
“I’ll tell you why,” Jukk broke in.  “It was because of a smooth head named Strangeman.  He lived more than 300 years ago on Oberus and experimented with children by altering their DNA.  A group known as the Naturalists finally cornered him. Before they could capture him, though, he went insane.  He killed his parents and five of the hideously altered children.  He burned them to death inside his lab.  Then he spent the next ten years killing thousands of the Naturalists before blowing himself up, along with dozens of women and children.  No offense Captain, but all of the smooth heads in the past have been homicidal maniacs,” Jukk stated with unshakeable conviction.
“I believe your accounts of Strangeman are in error,” Ram declared.
Malick held up his hands.  “Stop.  No more history lessons!”  He paused to let his emotions ebb.  “My point is:  life is diverse, life is inevitable, and life will not be negated wherever and whenever possible.  Open your mind to new things, or you won’t see what is right in front of you!”
“Agreed, Captain,” Daxx broke in.  “What’s our next step in returning the Citizens to this reality?  They evidently can’t go back and forth like you can.”
“We’ll start with a Citizen called Yellow.”
“Who’s Yellow?”  Nep asked.
“I’ve no idea, but what I do know is that the only other anomaly that occurred the day the Citizens disappeared involved a Citizen called Yellow.  According to two of the Helpers, this Yellow remained behind in his laboratory, so that’s where we’re going to start.”




CHAPTER 14:  Yellow
A short time later they were tediously following Cotyle as it entered an underground tunnel.  The interior was pitch-black, and as with the tunnel leading to the power plant, the beams from their light torches faded away quickly.  They plodded along in the dimness until Cotyle came to a halt in front of a tall, narrow door marred by nothing other than a simple latch situated several feet above Malick’s head.
Before they could react, a thin stick-like robot scuttled into their meager pool of light.  Stop.  No one is allowed in the laboratory.
Since none of his crewmen could hear the interfering bot, Malick dealt with it.  Hello.  My name is Malick.  We're here to find the Citizens.  To do so, we must access this laboratory.
Primary One has given specific instructions. No one shall enter the laboratory.
Your interpretation of that instruction is faulty.  Primary One’s specific command was “no Helper shall enter the laboratory.”  Primary One never instructed you to stop us from entering the laboratory. 
The tiny bot stood motionless and remained quiet, as it searched its memory banks for an answer.
You're correct, Malick.  You may enter, but Cotyle must stay in the tunnel.
Malick gave out a sigh of relief before addressing the others.  “Primary One has restricted access to this laboratory, but I found a way around that order.  Ram, raise Bit so he can unlatch the door.”
The door pivoted noiselessly open, revealing total darkness.
Aria stared spellbound into the black hole.  “That door has been closed for thousands of years and yet it swung open without so much as a squeak.”
“The Citizens continue to amaze,”  Malick said as he entered first.  “Hold your lights high and spread out.  Let’s try to get a sense of the lab.”
The lab was a long slim rectangle that extended just past the edge of their light torches.  One wall was blank, but the adjacent wall held hundreds of metal boxes and panels stacked next to—and atop—one another.  Malick gawked at this metal heap without the slightest clue as to its function.  Several boxes emitted a humming noise of the type he associated with electrical circuitry.  The panels were bare and devoid of lights, switches, levers, or dials.  Raised, glassy, rectangular surfaces occurred periodically.  Small symbols had been etched into the relief below each raised surface.
Aria pointed to a raised rectangle.  “Captain, these are similar to the control surfaces I spoke of at the power plant.  Rhiz touched them in a way that created an intricate pattern.  It never repeated the same design, so I was unable to discern a consequence to an action.”  She stuck her light behind the panels and turned her head around a corner edge.  “But if I look behind these, I see the same wispy spiderwebs I saw in the power station.”
Hello, a firm yet subtle voice hailed Malick, interrupting Aria’s recital.
Hello, I'm Malick.  Who are you?
I’m Stam, Yellow’s personal Helper.  May I assist you?
Malick looked around the laboratory before settling his gaze toward the dark corner.  Yes.  I don’t see you, please come into the light.
Light?
Move four petals in front of me.
As hundreds of small clicking sounds filled the room, similar to the sound of metal tapping against rock, a huge metallic centipede burst forth from the darkness.  Yellow’s Helper was easily twenty feet in length, and each of its many legs carried the nightmarish robot three feet above the floor.
“Captain, look out!”  Jukk screamed.  Shoving Malick aside, he pulled his Lasword, preparing to dissect the killer insect.
“Stop.  Stand down!”  Malick lashed out, grabbing Jukk’s raised arm.  “It's merely a Helper.” 
Regaining his aplomb, Jukk retracted his Lasword, but stood firm.
Malick set his hand gingerly on Jukk’s shoulder.  “Thank you for your attentive response, but in this instance, it isn't necessary.  I was communicating with the bot prior to its surprise appearance.”  Malick raised his voice to include the group.  “I apologize.  I should’ve warned you I was communicating with Yellow’s Helper, Stam.”
Is there a problem?
No.  Your movements startled us.
Across from him, Stam articulated its segments and reared its head to Malick’s height.  Are your sensory organs damaged?
No.
Oh, you're closed.  Tell me Malick, what is ‘light’?
‘Light’ is the spectral radiation coming from the sky:  the reds, blues, and greens—the colors we perceive in our visible spectrum of wavelengths.  The Helpers and Citizens see at a wavelength much longer than that.  Do you understand?
The legs below Stam’s head segment moved about wildly for a moment.  You aren’t like the Citizens, are you?  You use color organelles to see.  It isn’t that you're closed, it’s that you're never open—is that not true?
Yes, that's true.  If you don’t mind me saying, you too seem different than the other Helpers, Stam.
Your perception is correct, Malick.  Yellow modified three of us:  Violet, Creeper, and myself.  My enhancements include a broader sensor suite.  I’m able to see in your spectrum.  I also see that you're … Stam hesitated.  Hot.  Are you an animal?
Malick sucked in an anxious breath, not sure how this Helper would react when he learned the news.  Yes, I’m an animal.  A mammal to be exact.
Stam reared backward in surprise.  Your existence changes much in our view of the world and science.  Was Violet correct?  Did the Ancients send you?
The Ancients provided us with a gateway.  It lies just beyond the end of the Green Line.  Violet met us when we arrived and provided us with an explanation for her protracted vigil.  Have you been waiting in this laboratory ever since the Citizens disappeared?
Yes, and that's the correct description of the event—disappeared.  Primary One locked me in this laboratory after the event.  Primary One thinks the enhancements given to Violet, Creeper, and myself are flawed because we're capable of ‘disagreement.’  Creeper and myself also have the capability to create, whereas Primary One and the other Helpers can only reproduce past achievements.
“Why did the plant Citizens make all the robots look like creepy looking insects?”  Jukk asked.
Excuse me for a moment, Stam.  I must communicate with my fellow travelers.
Are their sensory organs damaged?  Is that why I can’t hear them?
No, their sensory organs are intact.  I communicate with my friends using air-pressure waves we call ‘sound.’
I can also detect the sounds animals make.  I was unaware it might be used as a form of communication.  I’ll wait and attempt to understand while you communicate.
Malick turned to Jukk.  “Because after plant life, insects are the next oldest form of life, and the Citizens believe insects have a much greater capacity for using tools and thinking independently than mammals.  When it comes to creating complex structures—cities, if you will—for their inhabitants, insects are far more advanced than mammals.  The best examples would be ants and bees.  The only reason the Citizens believe insects to be lower on the evolutionary scale is because of their small size.”  Malick chuckled.  “The Citizens have obviously fixed that problem.”  He passed on his conversation with Stam to the group.  “If there is a way to bring the Citizens back to this reality, Stam may be our only answer.  Furthermore, whatever Yellow was doing in this laboratory may hold the key to our success.  So, it's imperative that while you and the others are investigating the contents of these boxes—without damaging anything, of course—I’ll continue with Stam.”
What is the purpose of this laboratory?  Malick sent to the metal centipede.
The investigation and exploitation of the q-box.
Please elaborate.  I'm unfamiliar with that term.
Q-box is short for ‘quantum biological operation of xenia.’  Do you understand each of those terms?
Is ‘xenia’ the effect of pollen on embryonic plant life resulting in changes to physical characteristics?
That's correct, Malick.  The research started millions of years ago with the exploitation of xenia, which then led to the discovery of the quantum operations responsible for a Citizen’s communication ability.  They found a tiny discrete organ in each Citizen:  the q-box, which when removed, took away the Citizen’s ability to communicate.  It wasn’t until their understanding of quantum mechanics matured that they fathomed the organ’s inner workings.  The q-box is a confined quantum space filled with the proteins found in pollen.  When a Citizen wishes to speak, those proteins are rearranged in a precise fashion, resulting in not only the specific information on the subject in question but also information labeling that individual Citizen.  Every Citizen has a molecularly equivalent q-box, so when the contents of the sender’s q-box are altered, the resulting contents in the receiver’s q-box are similarly altered.  The Citizens refer to this relationship as quantum entanglement.  The proteins are entangled at the quantum level; if one is changed, so are the others. 
Yellow created this laboratory and me to investigate the q-box phenomena.  That's how the Citizens, and apparently you, communicate.  No animal was ever found to possess a q-box—until now.  It was always believed animals had no ability to communicate—until now.  The Citizens will want to study you. 
What did Yellow and you discover using this laboratory?
The discovery was magnetic quantum flux lines.  These quantum lines led us to the three quantum domes.  The Green Line was constructed to the nearest of these domes so it might be studied.  We soon realized the Ancients must have constructed the domes long ago.  Yellow hypothesized the domes were giant q-boxs.  None of us Helpers were able to penetrate the interior of the dome, so the Citizens’ interest in the dome waned, and the Red and Blue lines were never constructed.
I'm not familiar with magnetic quantum flux lines or their functions.  Please elaborate on the exploitation attempt.
Very well.  Citizens can only communicate if they're within a distance of one trunk to each other.  In addition, Yellow is the only Citizen who can communicate independently.  Meaning, the rest of the Citizens can’t alter the protein sequences necessary for the labeling of a specific Citizen.  The other Citizens send and receive 100% of the time to every other Citizen. The q-box of a Helper has the capability to filter inputs based on distance down to the closest Citizen so we aren’t overwhelmed.  Do you understand?
Yes, I think so.  You’re saying that except for Yellow, the Citizens broadcast their communications to everyone at once. 
Yes, broadcast—an apt term.  By Yellow’s calculations, there are 108 possible permutations in protein arrangements.
Malick’s eyes widen in surprise.  That’s an incredible amount of data for a single exchange of information.  Sorry, please continue.
Yellow hypothesized increasing the strength of the magnetic quantum flux lines would allow the Citizens to communicate over greater distances.  Additionally, he designed the device on the wall in front of you to increase the strength of the quantum lines by a factor of 16.  Our first trial was to start on the fifty-third Triday, 3,341 years ago.
Your memory is remarkable.  Tell me, did Yellow disappear before or after you started the trial?
Stam lower himself so his head was level with Malick’s.  I’d just finished the initiation sequence when I noticed Yellow was no longer in the laboratory.  Perhaps you are unaware, Malick, that the Citizens move at a fraction of your speed.  I would’ve noticed his departure, and the other Helpers would’ve observed the exodus of the others.  Their departure occurred between the Helpers’ sensors’ cycle time, which was one-hundredth of a second.
That was very perceptive of you, and a vital piece of information.  Tell me, has the device been operating since that time?
Yes.  Primary One insisted I touch nothing.  It also prohibited all other Helpers from entering the laboratory, then locked me inside.  I’ve rerun the events leading up to the disappearance five million times in my mind and derived no explanation of how the device, or my actions, could’ve caused the disappearance of the Citizens.
I’m sure it wasn’t your fault.  Or if you did anything that contributed to their disappearance, I’m sure it wasn’t intentional.  Do you know the exact time of the onset of the next Triday?
Yes, 2.156874 days from now.
One last question:  Can you shut down this device, at that exact time, by yourself?
No, I would require Creeper’s assistance.  Please explain your reasoning for taking such action.
I've not finished my deliberations just yet, Stam—but when I do, I promise I’ll give you a thorough explanation.  Right now, I need to consult with my team.  If you will, I’d like you to stay within the lab.
Where else would I go?
Good point.  Then please allow no Helper to touch the device, understood?
Yes, Malick.  If you think shutting down the device will return the Citizens, I’ll do whatever you ask.
Thank you, Stam.  Malick moved toward the entryway, where the Imps huddled together in a tight circle.  “I see the Imps are cold.  Let’s return to our refuge.”
Clear of the door, he paused.  Cotyle, make sure no Helper closes this door or goes inside until we return.




CHAPTER 15:  Q-box
As they meandered back to the shelter under the bluish-green sky, Malick relayed the relevant portions of his conversation with Stam.  Some, like Aria, were intrigued; others, like Lumina, took it in stride, but Jukk brooded in secrecy.
Once inside their refuge, they ate their meal of serpent in silence.  Malick relaxed against the soft wall with his mind a tempest of endless calculations and possible scenarios that might result in the reappearance of the Citizens.
Jukk finally spoke his mind.  “Captain, finding creatures that could fly, grow feathers, and talk was difficult enough—but plants that think and speak?  I feel like I’m in a dream, and not a good one.”
Kitty wants to leave too.  No food in smooth city.  Metal bugs always follow Kitty.
“I can understand your dismay at learning such a species actually exist, but I’m asking you to please try to keep an open mind.  I’m going to need your help, and I’d like to think you’ll give it to me without hesitation.  Now, about that device in the lab.”  Malick turned toward Daxx.  “Were you able to discern how it works?”
“No, its design is completely alien,” Daxx said wistfully.  “However, Bit observed something that may shed light on why casual observation is useless.”
“Captain, I was able to use my magnification abilities to see that what appear to be spiderwebs behind the consoles are actually sheathed carbon nanotubes and nanosheets,” Bit explained.  “After talking with Pixel, we believe the circuitry for the robots and device are laid down at the molecular level and sandwiched between carbon sheets.  It’s an incredible feat of engineering.
“Such a design could be used to create a three-dimensional processor with little added difficultly.  That would be very exciting.  The wiring I observed in Yellow’s lab is also at the molecular level.  It runs through carbon nanotubes, which explains why the robots exhibit such massive amounts of computing power in such small computational spaces.  In case you are unaware, we were experimenting with nanoprocessors on Redula at the time of our departure.  Molecular placement is very hard.  Of course, what I've just described is merely a hypothesis on my part.  We would need a molecular-scope to be sure.”
“That was very observant of you, Bit.  Your hypothesis would explain much, including why humidity isn't a factor.  The tunnels must also harbor an extensive suite of sophisticated micro-machinery to create such elegant electronics.”
Malick lifted his eyes to the others.  “If you’ll indulge my musings for a minute, maybe we can work something out together.”
One by one they nodded their agreement.
“According to Stam, Yellow created a device to increase the energy density of what he termed ‘magnetic quantum flux lines’.  The paths of these quantum lines lead to three domes, one of which is the Emerald Spider Dome, which I’ll call the Emerald Acotylite Dome from now on.  That agrees with my explanation of how the dome’s function, but it doesn't explain the function of the quantum lines.  Do they merely exist as a byproduct of the functioning dome, similar to the electromagnetic flux lines observed emanating from electrical lines and devices?  Or am I missing something?” 
Malick stopped for a moment give them time to think it over, then continued.  “The Citizens have also discovered how mental telepathy is possible—a subject that has sorely bothered me from the moment Kitty first spoke to me.  I've always disliked the term ‘magic’.  The phenomenon of magic isn't real; we use the expression simply as a catchall for anything we don’t understand. 
“Likewise, telepathy isn't magic; it operates on the same basic principle as the Emerald Acotylite Dome.  The difference is the contents of the q-box are various proteins that are subject to quantum entanglement.  Our minds decode the arrangement of these proteins into meaningful information, the same way we decode air-pressure variations into speech.  Learning this information has lifted a great weight from my shoulders.”  His smile held a hint of self-satisfaction.  “Yellow’s hypothesis proposed the distance over which the Citizens could communicate was directly proportional to the energy density of the quantum lines.  Taken to its extreme, every living thing with a q-box should be able to emit magnetic quantum flux lines to one degree or another.  However, his equipment was not sensitive enough to measure this phenomenon and therefore prove his theory. That is neither here nor there, though, because I believe his experiment did something else entirely.”
Malick grinned from ear to ear.  “Jett, please excuse the next wildly speculative phase of my conclusions.”  He pulled his ankles under him to sit cross-legged and settled in place.  “Ever since I flickered, I’ve been trying to make sense of it from a mathematic perspective.  In that vein, let’s imagine our universe existing not in one dimension, but several.  We’ll call them n quantum planes.  Or if you’re more comfortable with the term dimension, then n dimensions.  For discussion’s sake, let’s say we exist in the n-x dimension.  Let’s also say other dimensions, which contain more or less of what our dimension contains, occupy the same space as our n-x dimension.”
“Captain, I feel a headache coming on,” Jukk moaned.
“Bear with me, Jukk.  I believe Yellow unintentionally shifted all the living plant life that contained q-boxes in this area into the n-z dimension when he drastically increased the energy of the magnetic quantum flux lines emitted by their q-boxes.  However, I also believe his basic hypothesis is true:  increasing the energy density of the quantum lines does, in fact, allow the Citizens to communicate over much greater distances.  Yellow’s entire experiment would've worked flawlessly except for his timing.  He initiated the experiment at the exact start of Triday.  Can anyone tell me why this would be a problem?”
“The magnetic shift,” Jett said under his breath.  “Remember what Mata said?  That the magnetic poles of the planet reverse at the start of Triday.  This reversal causes weather disturbances across the quadrants.  Instantaneously increasing energy flow to the magnetic quantum flux lines at the same time the magnetic poles were reversing might have also increased the resultant power differential by orders of magnitude—an occurrence Yellow never anticipated.  At least that would be my gross assumption.”
Malick nodded. “Mine as well.”
“Captain, Jett’s deductions may be valid, but they still don’t explain how any of this relates to you,” Wren interjected.  “Lumina, most of the Imps, and Kitty must also have this q-box structure in order for them to exhibit telepathy, but they haven’t manifested your ability to flicker.  Why is that phenomenon unique only to you?”
“I don’t know, but if I'm right, my ability to flicker will be lost when we disable the device and bring back the Citizens—that's all that matters now.”




CHAPTER 16:  Primary One
They woke the next morning to an armed sentinel posted outside their refuge.  When Malick told the spider-like bot to lower its weapons, nothing happened.
Cotyle, can you hear me?  No response.  Bine, can you hear me?
Yes, should I not be able to hear you?
Cotyle didn't respond to my query, so I wasn’t sure you would.
Cotyle’s capabilities are less than mine in many ways.  What did you wish to ask him?
There’s a sentinel in front of our building that won’t lower its weapons. Do you know why?
No.  I’ll summon Cotyle for you.  If you incur further problems, let me know.
“Captain, why is the killer spider here?”  Jukk growled, coming up behind him.
“I'm not sure.  Cotyle is on his way.  Maybe he can explain,” Malick replied with equal irritation.
Jukk stomped his foot in frustration.  “Wonderful, one giant spider telling another what to do.  What could go wrong with that?”
The Oberyns returned to their morning meal, unable to offer solace to the others.
Presently, Cotyle was making his presence known to Malick.
Malick, please join me outside.
Malick abandoned his meal and told the others to wait for his instructions while he discussed the situation with Cotyle.
Cotyle, why is there a sentinel outside our refuge, and why won’t it respond to my commands?
Primary One requests your presence.  It will explain all.
Very well, we'll join you in a minute.
No, only your presence is requested; the rest will remain within the refuge until your return.
Are we under arrest?
Arrest?  I’m unfamiliar with the term.
Are we being held captive?
No, we're ensuring your safety.  Helpers can’t allow you or anyone in your group to be injured.  Moving about outside at this time will cause harm to your group—that won’t be allowed.
What is the source of this harm?
Isn’t that obvious?  The sentinel stationed outside your refuge.  He has been instructed to keep your group sequestered.
Aren’t the sentinels also Helpers?
We're Helpers of the Citizens; you're not a Citizen.  You're travelers brought here to find the Citizens.  Primary One awaits your presence.
Malick repeated the conversation to his crew.  “It appears I can no longer wordsmith my way around the Helpers.  Our visit to Yellow’s laboratory must’ve displeased Primary One in some way.  It has confined us to this refuge and posted an armed guard outside to ensure we don’t wander about.  I don’t think we're in any danger right now, but during my absence, formulate several plans of escape.”  His greatest worry wasn’t the armed sentinel, but the growing anxiety of his crew.  Giving them something productive to do was the best way to secure their peace of mind.  “Is that clear?”
“As a cemetery bell,” Daxx said gravely.
Lumina grabbed Malick’s arm and pursed her lips near his ear.  “Be careful, beloved.  Computers degrade over time like everything else.  Their programming may have become circumspect.”
Malick smiled at her, realizing he’d forgotten something crucial; something only said to a loved one.  “I love you.”  He kissed her forehead.  “Now, please don’t worry.  Oh, and only use the Hyperrifle as a last resort.”
Walking through the city felt more ominous than it should have.  Malick scolded himself for being pessimistic, but decided to hedge his bets in case things didn’t go as he hoped.  He projected his thoughts outward.  Creeper, can you hear me?
Yes, but I can’t detect your presence.  Where are you?
I'm on my way to meet with Primary One.  I believe it's displeased with our visit to Yellow’s laboratory.  A sentinel is posted outside our refuge.  Do you know any reason why Primary One would keep us hostage?
The only viable reason is to keep you safe from harm.  Primary One forbade us from entering Yellow’s laboratory after the disappearance.  How did you gain entrance?
How is unimportant.  Why did it forbid access?
Primary One believes Stam, Violet, and myself were damaged when Yellow enhanced us.  It blames Stam for the Citizens ‘leaving’ and locked him in the laboratory forever.  Your entrance into the laboratory is problematic.
Creeper, do you believe I'm here to help find the Citizens?
Yes.  You have proven your worth by fixing the power station.  Plus, the questions you asked me during your visit to the creophagous gardens were most insightful.
Thank you
for your confidence.  Can you communicate with Violet and Stam from where you're currently situated without any of the other Helpers detecting your actions?
Yes.
Good.  I know Violet and Stam trust me.  Now, I need you to trust me too.  We’re going to save the Citizens.  That's right, save the Citizens—not just find them—but I’m going to need your help—yours, Violet’s and Stam’s.  I need you to get into Yellow’s laboratory before Primary One seals the door again, but you must do so undetected.  Once you’re inside, remain hidden with Stam.  Then, precisely at the start of Triday, help Stam shut down the device.  Remember, you must shut it down precisely at the start of Triday.  He’ll show you what to do.  Can you do that for us, Creeper?
Yes, Malick.
There’s something else.  I also need you to tell Violet to prepare herself to shuttle my team—plus you and Stam—back to the Emerald Dome.  Whether we succeed or not, Violet must be ready to depart at a moment’s notice.  She must figure out how to escape Arachana’s exclusion field if Primary One refuses to let us leave.  He hesitated, giving Creeper time to process the implications of his requests.  Do you fully understand what I'm asking you to do, Creeper?
Yes.  Remember, Primary One has no personality.  It will do whatever is most logical to ensure the Citizens return safely, and to ensure Arachana is properly prepared for their return.  These goals have been its sole responsibility since long before their disappearance.
Thank you, I’ll remember.  I’ll meet you and Stam on Violet’s deck.  I'm convinced what we’re doing is right, but there’s always the chance something could go wrong. If a problem arises, one of you must let me know.  We'll then figure out how to proceed.
Violet is right.  The Ancients were wise to send you.
Cotyle escorted him to an underground tunnel Malick didn’t recognize.  Switching on his torchlight, he followed the giant spider-like robot deeper and deeper into the darkness.  At last, Cotyle came to a stop and pointed to his right.
Thank you Cotyle, he sent solicitously.  You’ve been most helpful.  When they return, the Citizens will be pleased with your efforts.
Rather than acknowledge his remark, the bot loomed above him, sullen and silent, its many legs suspended motionless in the cold air.  Malick followed the long silvery leg into a cavernous room.  This time, the light from his torch died before reaching the walls or ceiling.
You're the Malick?
Yes.  You're Primary One?
A redundant question.  Your pointless questions and circular logic will not work with me.
Very well.  I’ll get right to the point then.  I'm here to find the Citizens.  Do you want me to find them?
Redundant question.
He ignored the censure.  Because denying us unlimited access inside or outside Arachana reduces the probability the Citizens will return safely.
The Helpers searched Arachana for ten days after the Citizens departed but found no sign of them.  The only logical conclusion, therefore, is the Citizens are outside the exclusion field.  It has been 3,431 years since they left; yet none have returned, nor have we seen any evidence of them, despite the sentinels’ constant vigilance.  I've kept Arachana in its proper maintenance during that time, but my supply of redundant Helpers has been exhausted.  Within the next 100 years, I will not have the necessary parts to fix damaged Helpers.  Arachana will not be prepared should the Citizens return.
I know where the Citizens are located.  Malick told Primary One his story of finding the Citizens, but didn't mention how he intended to return them to this quantum plane.
Vanished?  It’s impossible for an object to disappear—it's illogical.  As for the contents of this Yellow’s laboratory you speak of, these data were never shared with me.  I was also not told of the device’s function.  All knowledge pertaining to the Citizens, as well as that relevant to quantum mechanics, are subjects filed within me.  Information applicable to quantum planes or other dimensions doesn’t exist.
I can disappear.  Do your sensors detect my presence?
Redundant question.
Closing his eyes, Malick willed himself into the alternate plane of existence. 
***
The deadly embrace of soul-destroying cold came and went.  He opened his eyes.  His torchlight lay ineffective in his hand as blackness enveloped him.  Nothing stimulated his senses, not even the colorless world.  When his head began to swirl, he closed his eyes again. 
Citizens, can you hear me?  Citizens prepare for your return! 
Nothing. 
Malick flickered back to the pitch-black cave and Primary One.  He shook to fight off the cold. 
***
You saw:  I disappeared and then returned.
You never disappeared.  You remained here the entire time.  If you had disappeared, the only way back into my presence would've been through the opening behind you, and you never reentered because you never left.  I told you your circular logic and questionable mannerisms would not work with me.  Your ability to evade my sensors momentarily is of no consequence.  Nothing you have said alters my goals. 
Its next words filled Malick with dread.
You will return to your city and bring the rest of your kind here so we may help them.  Your kind will become the new Citizens of Arachana, and we will help you grow Arachana to its former prominence.  Violet will be made ready, and you will leave when the sky is red.  Go prepare.
We'll leave your city as you wish and return with the rest of my kind.
No.  You will leave this city.  The rest of your kind will stay and take their rightful place as Citizens.  You may take your animal and two of your Helpers.  That is all.  Now, go.
Wait a minute.  What you want is impossible.  I can't leave that quickly.  I'm still undernourished from my trip to your city.  I’ll be ready to leave no sooner than after the storm on Triday.
Very well.  You will be given another snake, but you may not leave your refuge.  Cotyle will guide you back.  Don’t attempt to fool the Helpers.  They have been informed of your tricks.




CHAPTER 17:  Triday
The clicking of Cotyle’s many legs on the rock floor only underscored the bleakness of the situation Malick found himself in.  His entire life had been punctuated by the terrible consequences that had resulted from his attempts to help people. 
Are even computers so egocentric as to not fathom the whole?  Then Malick realized his mistaken logic:
computers are only the sum of their creators’ intelligence.
Despite Malick’s feeble attempts to engage Cotyle in any sort of banter, the dolefully slow robot remained mute and distant.
Upon entering the living building, Malick called his team together and told them of his conversation with Primary One and his plan to escape.  They couldn’t do anything but wait for Triday.
***
Triday evening finally arrived.
“Let’s review,” Malick said.  Outside, the cobalt sky was turning an inky black, but the storm hadn’t yet begun.  “In two hours, Stam and Creeper will turn off the device in Yellow’s laboratory.  We'll assume Stam’s attempt to return the Citizens failed.  Shortly thereafter, the violent storms will commence, causing the Helpers to take refuge.”
“Captain,” Jukk cut in.  “Tell me again why the Helper bots will go underground or wherever it is they go?”
“The tiny imprints the Helper bots leave behind in the soil indicate they’re extraordinarily light in weight.  If tonight’s winds are as forceful as those we experienced during the previous Triday, the bots are in danger of being picked up by these winds and hurled into the exclusion field; if they hope to survive, they’ll need to get inside.”
“The Captain is correct,” Bit agreed, lifting his foot.  “Even if I fully expand my foot, I still sink into the soil and leave deep impressions.  The Helpers barely leave a mark.  They don’t even have to rake up after themselves.” 
“The start of the storm will be our cue to leave here and join Bine as swiftly as possible,” Malick went on.  “We’ll walk two abreast with Lumina and myself taking point, and Jukk and Ram bringing up the rear.  Once we reach Bine, we'll wait for Stam and Creeper before we get underway.  If the two bots don’t arrive in short order, we'll leave this misbegotten city to its own ends.” 
His words rained down on his crew like Armageddon.
“Captain,” Nep said with a tear in her voice, “do you think Creeper made it to the laboratory?”
“Since neither Stam, Creeper, or Bine have communicated with me, I assume all is in play.  Right now we’ll refuel, and then pack up.  We’ve a harrowing journey in front of us.  If anything changes, I’ll let you know as soon as possible.”
Putting his arm around Lumina, he drew her close as they watched Kitty approach from the fringes.
Kitty glad we leave.
Me too.  Remember, the Helper bots can always see you.  Stay near me.
Kitty knows.  Metal bugs see different.  Why metal bugs come with us?
They're defying their leader to help us.  They’ll be recycled if we leave them behind.
Kitty not know ‘recycled.’
It means destroyed and their individual parts reused for other Helper bots.
The fur on Kitty’s back rose up and turned black.  Kitty not like this place.
Neither do I.  I can only hope we're successful, and the Citizens are returned to their natural plane of existence.
Kitty not understand smart plants.
I’ve got to confess; I'm not sure I do, either.
Pixel’s voice was unwavering as she announced, “The magnetic poles will shift in five, four, three, two, one.”
Daxx moved in next to Ram, who was standing near the doorway.  “Can you detect the reversal, big guy?”
“No, only Byte has sensors that can detect it, and she confirmed the reversal has occurred,” Ram answered in his stoic fashion.
Lumina appealed to Malick.  “Any word from your pair at the lab?”
“No, nothing.”  He gathered her against him.  “But if the Citizens have returned, the Helper’s won’t find out until they scan the fields.”
“Captain, can you still flicker?”  Daxx asked, taking a decisive step backward.
Malick grinned as he distanced himself from the others.  He reached out for the coldness, the bitterness, and the endless frigidity of the passing between dimensions.  Summoning all his concentration, he focused on the gray and unyielding alternate reality, but nothing happened.  He opened his eyes to the wondrous beauty of Lumina’s gaze.  “It's gone.”
She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him mightily.  “You don’t know how happy that makes me.  Your description of that dreadful place will give me nightmares forever.”
Daxx looked toward the entryway, keeping his eye on the sentinel outside.  “Even if these Citizens do return, how sane will they be?”
Malick nodded.  “That’s the downside.  Sadly, we may never find –” Malick offered, peering at the sentinel outside.
His words were clipped off by the sudden movement of Pratt.  The Helper bot in charge of the refuge dropped from the ceiling, landing less than a foot away from Jukk, before scurrying out of the shelter.  At the same time, the sentinel guarding them shifted its position north, then returned to its original stance, then shifted north, then returned back, and then repeated the pattern over and over.
“Something has happened.  The sentinel appears to be caught in an endless decision loop, and I'm willing to bet that loop has rendered it nonfunctional.  We leave in ten seconds!”  Malick yelled decisively.
The group moved outdoors at a pace equivalent to a slow trot for Malick and a full run for the Imps.  Helpers were scrambling everywhere, as if unsure what to do.  Fortunately, none paid the slightest attention to him and his crew as they fled to freedom. 
Malick looked up at the approaching storm.  The first streaks of lightning painted the southern skies—its crackle still too far away to be heard—just as the wind began its blustery bombardment.  The first wave of raindrops descended on them just as a lightning bolt lit up Bine, cloaked in an unnerving darkness a short distance ahead.  One by one, they piled onto the platform.  When Jukk finally leapt aboard the Green Line, Malick let a sigh of relief escape.
Bine, raise the exclusion field.
Yes, Malick.
The field snapped into place.
What’s going on?  Why are the Helpers in disarray?
A reenergized Bine blurted out, You were successful, Malick.  The Citizens have returned!  I knew I was right.  I knew the Ancients wouldn’t let us perish.   I think I feel the word ‘happiness.’  I have purpose again!
“Our plan worked!  The Citizens are back!”  Malick shouted to the others.
His group began celebrating. Jukk began dancing wildly inside the dome as lightning flashed around them.  Even his even-keel friend Daxx swept Nep off her feet and lifted her above his head.  She giggled like a schoolgirl.  Soon Wren and Ivyy joined in, laughing gleefully.  Kitty began purring loudly, making Lumina smile.
Oh yes, your second question.  The Helpers are in distress because Primary One has lost its mind.  It’s prattling on about the probabilistic impossibility of dematerialization.  Stam sent Creeper to do something called ‘rebooting,’ which sounds dreadful, but Stam promises order will be restored.  Stam also found Yellow in the laboratory and is giving him a complete download.  Stam asks you and your group to remain entrenched until your safety is secured.  Oh my, the Citizens don’t like being buffeted by the wind or pummeled by the rain, let alone both.  But we can do nothing to help them once Triday has started.
Thinking back to the overwhelming sense of nothingness visited upon him in the gray world and his inability to use his senses, he barked out an ironic laugh.  Believe me, Bine—after what they’ve been through, they will enjoy every minute of it.  Please keep me informed.
Malick gestured for quiet.  When the others had settled in, sitting cross-legged in the center of the platform, he said, “We're staying put until everything gets sorted out, or a renewed threat emerges.  It seems Primary One was also caught in an endless decision loop regarding the dematerialization and sudden re-materialization of the Citizens.  Creeper is rebooting Primary One, and Stam has found Yellow.  Yellow who was within the laboratory as we surmised when the device was initiated.  Yellow remained trapped within his own laboratory all those years; the mindless dread it must have experienced.”  He shivered with empathy.  “I know it will be next to impossible, but settle in and try to get some rest.  Tomorrow should prove most interesting.”
The melodic sound of rain striking the exclusion field gradually did the trick. One by one, they drifted off.
Malick awoke to the sound of Bine’s voice in his mind.
Green is returning to the sky, and Triday’s storm is over.  Yellow wishes an audience with you.
Seconds later the exclusion field withdrew, revealing Stam and Creeper on either side of a mass of roots.  Some roots spread out along the earth as if searching the ground; others burrowed, establishing footholds.  His eyes traced the stem emanating from the root mass to a myriad of shoots or vines in various sizes that looped through the air as if enthralled to feel something, anything.  The stem continued upward until it ended in a beautiful yellow corolla.  The bloom had eight petals, which filled the sky high above Malick’s head.  Each petal moved independently, continuously shifting and twisting in the air.  The yellow hues were a stark contrast to the blue-green sky.  Thousands of tiny iridescent spots lay within each petal, shifting in color and intensity as the blossom artfully danced in the breeze.  No, not danced, Malick decided.  Scanned.  The plant was scanning him and his crew.
Which is the Malick?
This voice was significantly different from those of the Helper bots.  It held the sensation of music, a light effortless warbling.  Malick raised his arm. 
My name is Malick.  I can see you're—Yellow. 
Malick heard a soft undertone of laughter.
I’m the one the Helpers refer to as Yellow.  We're the Acotylites.  Who and what are you?
We're explorers from across the perpetual storm.  We used the Ancients’ dome to travel here, and—as you must have realized—we're animals.
Yellow’s shoots took on a renewed vigor in their movement.  Yes!  Most extraordinary.  The Ancients granted you entrance?
Our entrance to the dome was not restricted.
Do you know the Ancients?
We haven’t met the beings that created the dome.
Creeper and Stam are the Helpers who discovered the dome.  They were unable to penetrate the field within and saw only an emerald pillar.  I see you have an artifact of the Ancients around your neck that matches the engraving on the pillar.  Where did you get such a token?
A temple exists in the land beyond the storm.  A description of the language of the Ancients is displayed within that temple, along with three similar artifacts, each with a different gemstone.  The medallions were given to us as tokens of friendship.
The Ancients must see worth in your travels.  Yellow’s petals continued to scan.  I’ve assimilated the sequence of events since you arrived.  You lied to Violet to gain access to Arachana.  Why?
We're explorers.  As such, our mission includes discovering new species, intelligent or otherwise.  Such work gives our lives meaning.  How could we not help a species in trouble?
So not only are you animals, you also deliberately seek out trouble, even if it's the trouble of a species dangerous or foreign to you.
Intelligent species can always be reasoned with if you come in peace.  How else could we come to know such a magnificent, beautiful, and intelligent being such as yourself?
Yellow seemed to wilt—ever so slightly.  I wish I could communicate with you for several years, but sadly it will not be so.  I’m not a pure Acotylite species.  I’m a hybrid—a mixture of several Acotylite strains.  I've dissected many animals.  I believe their nervous systems are centralized, enabling each animal to think on its own and completely isolate itself from others of its species.  Is this true?
Yes.  Until recently, we thought we were the only intelligent life that existed.  He heard faint ethereal bemusement.
The same could be said of us.  Yellow paused briefly then sent,  As a hybrid, I’m like you in one small way; I possess small bundles of nerve fibers—a form of centralized nervous system.  This allows me greater personal memory, creativity, and problem-solving capabilities than any other single Acotylite.  However, my primary higher nervous system is distributed like the rest of the Acotylites in that it's spread throughout the copse. It then passes information via the q-box—the greater the total number of Acotylites that exist, the greater our overall memories and mental capabilities.  Once again, Yellow hesitated.  Which brings me to my reason for meeting with you.  It was through my actions that the Acotylites were cast into the abyss—the place I heard you call to us, if only for an instant.  Tell me, Malick, how was it you were able to pass between here and there?
I don’t know, but my ability to do so stopped when Stam deactivated your device.
Forever a mystery. Like so many things, I’m afraid.
How were you and the others able to survive for so long in such an unforgiving doldrum and retain your sanity? 
Yellow wilted a little more.  Sadly, we did and didn't.  I was trapped within my laboratory.  The rest of my kind was imprisoned within the soil—which we normally take solace from—for what seemed an eternity.  It was only upon my return that I learned the city’s power system had degraded.  As a result, Primary One sequentially retracted the exclusionary field from Arachana’s old boundary and defined new ones.  Unfortunately, these new boundaries excluded most of our nutrient fields, which subsequently went to ruin.  Our immaculate city was replaced with sprawling primitive plant life.  Although primitive plant life is supple, yielding, and trainable in Arachana, it's rigid and unwavering in the abyss—as you surely discovered. 
In the abyss, my kind was locked within the soil.  Over the years, the relentless growth of the primitive plants displaced the majority of the Acotylites, slowly ripping them apart until they died.  Each subsequent retraction of the exclusionary field brought countless centuries of suffering and torture to the Acotylites.  You can’t imagine the horrors we faced each day.  Because my experiment was successful, we could all communicate effectively no matter the distance, no matter the pain.  The result is our aggregate mental capability is now only a fraction of what it used to be.  Primary One still holds the totality of our former knowledge, but we don’t have the collective intellect necessary to understand it.  I can no longer comprehend how the Helpers function.  What I do know is the Acotylites blame me for the abyss.  They also remember I modified Stam, Creeper, and Violet—so they're also under fault.  It's for this reason I came to you alone:  take Stam, Creeper, and Violet with you—my gift to you for saving our species.  If you don’t, and they're left behind, their fate is recycling.  As for myself, my life will be one of servitude, tasked with rebuilding the Helper population after Primary One teaches us the proper methods.  I’m sorry to admit that—because of my error—the Acotylites are afraid of you; I’m afraid of you.  Not that you deserve it. 
Had you arrived prior to our apocalypse, we might have exchanged a great deal of information and shared grand wisdom.  Now ‘you're’ the animals my error has wrought upon us, and we're afraid because we're no longer enlightened enough to understand you.  I’m now an outcast.  My actions are unforgivable, and therefore you and your fellow travelers are in danger.
Malick understood this kind of fear—fear spawned from ignorance of the unknown—the kind of fear that prompted one person to eradicate another because they dared to be different.
Is there nothing I can do to help your situation, Yellow?  Speak on your behalf?  Science isn't something to be feared or distrusted.  Your experiment was grand in its design.  You just had the misfortune to activate your device at the precise time the magnetic poles reversed, thus causing an instantaneous energy-density flux far beyond your intended purposes.  That's what propelled you into the alternate reality.
I’m sorry.  I don’t understand what you just said.  Our diminished mental capabilities render your arguments incomprehensible.  The fact you're an intelligent animal won’t be understood.  You and your kind will be imprisoned and studied, and I can do nothing to stop that from happening other than what I’m doing right now.  Your actions were noble and just, but the Acotylites’ actions will stem from ignorance.  Please take my Helpers.
Very well.  I’m honored to take them.  Your gift demonstrates that the Acotylites are an honorable race.  He addressed the bots.  Stam and Creeper, please come with us.  I welcome you and Violet as fellow crewmen.
He looked on with amusement as both Helpers rolled in on themselves, as one would roll up a towel, then rolled themselves onto the platform, taking up only a fraction of the space they’d previously displaced. 
Thank you for providing us with such valuable Helpers, Yellow.
Primary One has finished rebooting.  After an eternity of nothingness, I can offer you no more time.  Malick, thank you for the Acotylites’ continued existence.  Now leave, before I can no longer protect you.
Bine’s exclusionary field snapped into place, and the Green Line left the ill-fated city behind.




CHAPTER 18:  Sanctuary
Malick told the crew of his discussion with Yellow, omitting no detail.  When he’d finished, a dreadful silence enveloped them and Par began to cry.
She wept openly; her voice was rasp as she spoke through her tears.  “Captain, is there nothing we can do?”
He grimaced.  “After surviving a perpetuity ensnared in place, our presence wasn’t welcome.  They’re afraid of us.  We can't begin to understand what they endured, only to return to find their world hosting an intelligent creature they never imagined possible.  To make matters worse, the Acotylites are now equal to the Gliders in mental capacity.”
Rul reached out and lovingly stroked Par’s long white hair.  “Nothing we can do?  I’d say we’ve already done a great service to a completely alien form of life.  First, the Captain brought them back from an abyss.  Not only did he save their lives, he saved their entire species.  Second, Aria and the Redulins repaired their only source of power, saving their city and preserving their way of life.  We should feel happy and proud of these accomplishments.  Rejoice Par, we saved them!”
Par’s tears changed to a smile and then a happy giggle.  “Yes, we did. Didn’t we?”
Rul’s face took on a wistful expression.  “I’ll never forget being in the presence of Yellow, if only for a short time,” he said.  “What a magnificent being!”
Leaving his crew to exchange anecdotes of their time in Arachana and their impressions of Yellow, Malick addressed their new comrades.
Stam, Creeper, and Bine:  do you understand why you're with us?
I believe I speak for all of us when I say ‘yes,’ Bine replied.  The Citizens we knew are no longer the Citizens who returned.  We recognized Yellow from his physical attributes only.  He isn’t the same Citizen that disappeared all those years ago.  We feel the word ‘sad.’  The other Citizens believe we helped Yellow incarcerate them in the abyss.  Yellow said their minds couldn’t be changed on this point, so our only option was to accompany you.  Do you want us, Malick?  Can we be your Helpers?
Yes, we all agree we want you three to join us on our journeys from this point forward.  As a matter of fact, I've two things I need your help with right away.  Bine won’t be able to pass through the Ancients’ dome in his current configuration.  So, devise a plan to save the essence—or mind—of Bine, as well as any other parts small enough to carry through the dome.  Then, come up with a way to add to—or modify—your existing sensors, so you can detect the air-pressure waves we call sounds.  Stam already has that capability.  After Bine and Creeper are able to detect pressure waves too, the three of you must learn to communicate via pressure waves.  In other words, you must learn to communicate as an animal does so the others can talk to you.  Do you understand?
We understand, Stam sent.  We’ll be ready with the first request when we reach the end of the Green Line.  Your second request, although simple enough for me, may prove more difficult with Bine and Creeper.  Can your Helpers render assistance when the time comes?
Malick decided now was not the time to address the Redulin topic.  Yes, they’ll assist you in any way possible once we return to our home.
We're here, Bine broke in.
Where are we?  He sent back.
Why, where we should be of course; where else would we be?
I'm glad we're where we should be—exactly where is that?
Oh my, Yellow didn’t tell you?  Yellow noticed the artifacts you carry from the Ancients, so he tasked me with taking you to the Green Line’s first terminus, the Ancients’ Sanctuary of Knowledge.  Stam and Creeper will guide you to it.
The exclusionary field collapsed, revealing a hot, dark, and dank jungle.  Overhead, the green sky of morning shone through scant openings in the dense canopy.  Animal cries and birdcalls bombarded them from all sides as the heavy, earthy scent of the rainforest assailed their senses.
Nep jumped to her feet, eyes opened wide, alert to any possible danger.  “Captain, why have we stopped?”  she asked.
“At Yellow’s insistence, it appears we’re going on a field trip to the ‘Ancients Sanctuary of Knowledge’.  Stam’s our guide.”
As if on signal, the two bots rolled off the platform and unwound in one fluid motion.  Stam reared up, swiveled one of his segments, and pointed to the mass of green upheaval rising up in front of them while Creeper scurried ahead.
Stam, how far away is the Ancients’ structure?  Malick sent.
Four point five trunks.  I’m not yet familiar with your rate of travel, so I can’t give you an estimated time of arrival.  Do you wish us to clear the way?
That won’t be necessary.  If you detect potentially harmful animals or plants, please alert me.
Am I correct in assuming carnivorous or meat-eating plants and animals would be harmful to your kind?
Yes, probably just the opposite of what the Citizens considered harmful.
The word the Citizens used was most distasteful—herbivores.  Those are the true monsters that lurk among the primitives growing wild about us.
Living with us will be quite an adjustment for you.  We're omnivores.  We can eat almost any animal, but only a few types of plants, which we call vegetables.  We're also able to eat a large variety of seeds, nuts, and fruits harvested from plants.
You eat their young?  Stam’s revulsion came through loud and clear. 
When you put it like that, it does sound revolting—but yes, we do.
A moment of silence passed between them.  Then Malick heard:  We'll adjust our thought processes.  Please follow me.




CHAPTER 19:  Friends
“Captain, the last time we visited one of these temples, we had to climb a mountain, only to uncover a fancy dictionary, some drawings, and three statues.  Do you think this one will be any better?”  Jukk slapped at a carnivorous insect feeding on his wrist.
“You’re forgetting about the knives.”  He pulled out his emerald knife and severed a thick bough blocking their way.  “If we find any more knives or weapons of any kind, I promise one will be yours.”
Jukk smashed another bug on his arm as he muscled past Malick.
All you need is the right bait, Malick thought, smiling to himself. 
With Jukk leading the way, Malick checked to see how the rest of the crew was faring.  Sweat drenched Lumina’s tunic and dripped off the mating rings of the Oberyns as they battled the vexing insects.  Only Nep  and the other Imps appeared to be immune to their voracious appetites. 
Respite came in the form of a cloudburst, bringing a welcoming rain that cleansed their skin, but providing little in the way of relief from the oppressively hot and steamy jungle.
“At least the insects have stopped devouring us,” Lumina said joyfully.
“The bugs don't appear to be bothering you at all, Nep.  Why is that?”  Malick asked.
Nep grinned.  “There are two reasons.  First, I give off a scent that repels most insects.  Second, my body produces a weak electromagnetic field that also repels insects.  If not for these qualities, my species couldn’t have survived on Aquis.  This rainforest has many similarities to my planet.  I’m very much at home in this environment,” she said, her grin now bursting at the seams.
“It’s refreshing to know this weather makes someone happy.”  Luna sprinkled her brow with some of the clean water.  “And why is it raining now anyway?  It just rained last night; isn’t the next Triday days from now?”
“Rainforests have their own microclimates,” Kel said, shoving a tree branch out of the way.  “A rainstorm can develop at any time.  Cheer up, Luna.  Storms like this are usually short-lived.”
“Found it,” Jukk shouted in the distance.
Malick pushed aside a colossal leaf blocking their path.  Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Jukk standing perfectly still.  They edged alongside Jukk and then fanned out, gawking at the circular glade before them.  Perhaps 700 feet in diameter, the glade was free of vegetation except for a carpet of short, lush grass of a precise, uniform height.  The circular edge of the glade exhibited the same preciseness, as if the jungle knew exactly where to stop growing to pay homage to this place.  At the center of the glade, a translucent dome was perched high above the ground on a number of columns beyond imagining.  Each column was a single, ornately faceted, precious stone. 
Malick looked on in spellbound fascination as ruby rays of skylight danced through the structure, reflecting from one column to the next.  He was the first to step into the glade.  A sensation similar to the one he had sensed in the Temple of the One washed over him. 
The humidity within the glade was lower, as was the temperature, a welcome relief to all but the Imps.  Malick approached the closest pillar.  Carved from a diamond crystal, it gave off the illusion of being coated with a bloody rain.  The crystal was cool to his touch, yet pulsed with an undeniable energy.  He moved to the next pillar, and then the next.  Ruby, emerald, and sapphire columns held up the singular iridescent dome.  The barrage of colors darting across his retinas took his breath away, and the overload of luminosity made his eyes water.  Blinking his tears away, he beheld numerous black monoliths, impossibly thin and floating several feet off the floor, which was a solid slab of rock that looked as if it had been pressed from the rainforest itself. 
It was not until he came face to face with one of the monoliths that Malick noticed the surface was enveloped with symbols in relief.  He recognized none of the symbols.
From the shadows before him, he heard Nep’s voice call out, “Captain, come look at this golden flower.”
Malick made his way through the monoliths to the center of the rotunda, where a magnificent golden statue of an Acotylite rose up out of the stone floor.  The statue was a replica of Yellow and perfect in every detail.  He inspected its network of roots and branches, then ran his fingertips along its thick stem.  It was indeed made of solid gold and gleamed bloody yellow under the midday sky.
Lumina came up alongside him.  Slipping her hand in his, she winked.  “It gets better,” she whispered.
Malick couldn't imagine how as she led him around to the backside of the statue.  She’d been right.  It was better.
Three emblems were embedded in the golden stem.  Each emblem exactly matched the design on the green obelisk in the Emerald Acotylite Dome.  This time, he realized the significance of those three emblems:  he was looking at a miniature representation of three Acotylite life forms—a trio of flowers.
Each petal was brilliantly depicted with inlays of emeralds, rubies, and sapphires.  Malick traced the outline of the emerald flower with his finger.  To his astonishment, the flower medallion fell into his hand.
“Let’s try an experiment,” Malick announced excitedly, as he retrieved his emerald dagger and gently centered the emerald-flower medallion on the tip of it.  As suspected, the orientation of the medallion rotated so its roots pointed east.  He handed the emerald-flower medallion to Nep, took out his own emerald-bird medallion, and placed it on the dagger’s tip.  It too shifted position, until it was pointing east.  Malick repeated the experiment, first with the sapphire-flower medallion, which pointed west, and then with the ruby-flower medallion, which pointed southwest. 
Malick returned to the statue, noticing for the first time that a matching necklace lay curled behind each flower medallion.  He lifted out the emerald necklace, gave it a gentle unwinding, and then joined necklace with flower.  “Kel,” he said, “Please come forward.”
Kel stepped from the back of the circle to stand in front of Malick.  “Captain?”
Malick placed the emerald necklace around Kel’s neck.  When he was finished, he repeated his actions, reuniting the sapphire flower and necklace and the ruby flower and necklace.  He placed the former around Nep’s neck and the latter around Jukk’s.
Nep beamed with pride.  “Thank you, Captain.”
Jukk looked at his medallion then said, “Does it do anything?”
“I'm reasonably sure these medallions point the way to the nearest dome with the matching precious-stone pillar.  The beings that constructed the domes must have created these emblems as a form of key.  Excuse me a moment while I consult with Stam.”  Stam, did the Citizens have access to this building?
Yes.
Were they able to touch the golden Citizen?
No.  A force field excluded access.  Neither Citizens nor Helpers were able to approach the sculpture as you and your people did just now.  Why is that?
I don’t know.  It's one of many mysteries we shall have to solve someday.
Malick readdressed his group, still in a state of quandary.  “As I suspected, none of the inhabitants of either quadrant was ever granted access to the temples to the extent bestowed on us.  Why?  Well, that's the mystery.”
“Perhaps they were deemed unworthy,” Jukk said in his offhanded fashion.  “Has anybody seen a weapon of any kind?”
“Why would there be a weapon?”  Wren asked suspiciously.
“Just trying to do a thorough inspection, that’s all.”
“You want a ruby dagger like Daxx’s, don’t you?”  she teased.
“Of course. Who wouldn’t?”
“How about something more unusual,” Aria called from behind a nearby monolith.
Stepping around the monolith, the rest of them approached a stone pedestal made from the same rock as the floor.  Three small, golden Acotylites statues sat atop the pedestal, each featuring a flattened flower made up of eight radiating, dull-gray petals, and a central precious stone.  Each flower, which could easily fit in Malick’s palm, rested loosely atop its golden stem.  A gray glove was located near the root mass of each replica.
“What an odd effigy,” Daxx volunteered.  “Replacing the beautifully colored petals with a dull-gray metal.”
“I don’t believe it!”  Jukk exclaimed.  “I know what these are.”  He fingered the glove at the base of the ruby flower.  “Daxx, let me use your ruby dagger for a moment.”
Daxx handed the hilt of his dagger to Jukk, who skillfully shifted it so its point rested on the palm of the glove.  Holding the fingers of the glove with his other hand, Jukk drew the blade across the glove.
Nothing happened.  No cut or blemish appeared on the glove.  Jukk continued to drag the blade across the edge of the glove and onto the stone pedestal. It penetrated the hard surface deeply, as if slicing through warm butter not solid stone.
“I thought as much,” Jukk displayed his toothy grin as he returned the dagger to Daxx, then donned the glove.  It fit perfectly and reached a little past his wrist.  He used his gloved hand to retrieve the metal flower with the ruby center and then studied it closely.  “Perfect.  Now watch this.” 
Jukk signaled the others to follow him as he walked from the rotunda onto the glade.  “Get ready to duck behind the pillars if this doesn’t work.”  Holding the metal flower between thumb and forefinger, Jukk reared back his arm then immediately pitched the artifact forward, rolling it off his forefinger; it whizzed through the air, spinning perpendicular to the ground. 
Malick was about to ask his friend why he had thrown away the valuable artifact, when it abruptly banked in the air and raced back—heading straight for Jukk.  When it reached the airspace above Jukk’s head, it slowed and hovered for a second or two, backtracked a few inches, then fell into Jukk’s gloved hand. 
“This is what we used to call a Returnstar on Oberus.  We made these when I was a child, although not nearly this good.”  Jukk gave the artifact a quick flip.  “Captain, don’t you see?  These artifacts are made of the same metal as your emerald dagger.  The edge of each petal is as sharp as your dagger’s edge and probably as indestructible.  We used to practice knocking the fruit from trees with something like this.  The difference is this Returnstar will probably slice right through the tree and then return.”  Jukk stroked the palm of his glove.  “This fabric is most likely spun from the same metal as the petals.  Without the glove, you dare not even touch this Flowerstar—that’s my new name for it,” he crowed.
“How does it work?”  Nep asked.
“The ones we used as children only had four spokes, but I’m guessing these Flowerstars must work the same way.  Like the ones of my youth, every other spoke or petal is slightly twisted.  That’s what makes it return.  If they were all straight, it would keep going straight.”
Nep laughed.  “Well, that was a little too straight forward.”  She nudged Jett, standing to her right, who was smirking at her lame joke.  “Maybe our aerospace engineer can give us something we can understand.”
“I’ll try,” Jett said, clearing his throat, “but I warn you, it’s technical.”
“Whatever you’re about to say, consider taking it down a notch, and we’ll probably get it,” she teased.
Jett nodded.  “When you throw the Flowerstar with the right amount of angular momentum and forward velocity, the straight petals knife through the air while shielding the twisted petals from the airflow.  As angular momentum and velocity decrease, this shielding effect diminishes, and at some point, the twisted petals take control, creating a pressure wave along each leading edge and a vacuum along each trailing edge.  When those two phenomena become dominant, the torque on the Flowerstar’s perpendicular axes abruptly shifts, causing it to turn.  As a result, the pressure waves and vacuums on the two edges increase, which in turn increases the torque.  This torque continues until the angular momentum and forward velocity drop to the point that the twisted petals induce only a minor variation in torque.  During the return phase, the Flowerstar’s speed is slow enough that the twisted petals act much like the straight petals, allowing the star to return to its origin in a straight line.”  Jett cleared his throat, warming up to his audience.  “When released from the hand of a skilled thrower such as Jukk, there is enough torque implied to allow the star to return at a parallel angle to the ground.  When the forward velocity decreases enough to allow the angular momentum to take over, the Flowerstar hovers until angular momentum can no longer keep it aloft.”
Jukk threw Jett a peevish look.  “Thanks for the compliment, but that doesn’t change the fact that once again you scientists took all the fun out of it.”
“Now Jukk, I think you're going to have more than your share of fun teaching Nep and Kel how to throw those things.  Excuse me, throw those Flowerstars.”  Malick chuckled.  “Just make sure no one dies,” he added gravely.
“Bit and I would be happy to make some nonlethal versions for practice,” Byte offered elatedly.
“Excellent!”  Malick rejoined.  “Thank you.  Jukk, how do you intend to carry those around?”
Jukk held the Flowerstar in the palm of his gloved hand then pulled the cuff of the glove over the top of his hand, enclosing the star.  He gave Malick a smug smile.
“I never doubted you, well done.”
They watched Jukk throw the Flowerstar several more times with similar results.  Gaping at the sites around them once more, Malick took a deep breath and let the peacefulness of the glade envelop him.  “This sanctuary is too breathtaking to simply abandon without enjoying further.  We'll explore today and leave first thing in the morning.”
“Captain, I request permission to go hunting.  I saw the trail of something like a boar on the way here.  That would make a grand dinner, don’t you think?  Snake is good, but it’s getting constrictive.”  Jukk grinned mischievously.
Malick shook his head and smiled at Jukk’s jab at subtle humor.  “Yes, a nice change of pace.  It would help relieve my digestive stenosis.”
Nep rolled her eyes.  “If you two were half as funny as you think you are, we’d be curled up like bacon on a hot skillet.”
“And it keeps getting worse.  I’m going to just slither away,” Rul said, tight-faced.
The others laughed begrudgingly as they dispersed amongst the columns.
***
“Captain, Bit and I were going to accompany Jukk on his hunting trip. When we called for Kitty, though, she didn’t come.  We’ve searched everywhere but can’t find her.  Do you know where she is?”  Byte asked worriedly.
“No, I don’t …  Oh, no!”  Kitty, where have you gone!
Kitty smells friends.  No mad at Kitty.  Kitty needs friends like Silver eyes.
I know you remember what I told you.  Wildcats aren’t your friends.  They won’t understand you.  In fact, they may try to kill you.  We're unique.
Parent has Silver eyes.  Kitty has no Silver eyes.
The only reason Lumina and I are mated is because she has intelligence.  We're not the same.  She is from a different planet, but she has the intelligence to overcome our differences.  Do you understand?
Kitty’s new friends smart.  Kitty’s new friends hunt well.
It isn't the same, and you know it.  You won’t be able to talk with them.  Please come back.
Kitty sorry.  Kitty must try.  Parent understand?
Yes.  He admitted reluctantly.  I understand.  Some things must be learned the hard way, but sometimes the hard way can be deadly.  Please be cautious and safe.  You mean more to me than anything in this universe, but I can't endanger the lives of everyone else for your difficult lessons.  We're leaving in the morning, with or without you.  Do you understand?
Kitty knows.
Please come back.
Only a hollow silence answered him.
Malick fell to his knees in an attempt to rein in his emotions.  When two small metal hands fell gently on his back, he could no longer stop the tears.  Only the sound of approaching footsteps made him rein back his emotions.  Sucking back his sorrow, he dropped his hands and rose to his feet.
“Beloved, what’s wrong?”  Worry lay etched on Lumina’s face.
“Captain, what has happened?”  Nep peered up at Malick’s contorted expression.
Still, he said nothing.
“Kitty is missing,” Byte chimed in.  “We’ve looked everywhere.  I think the Captain was talking to her before he became saddened.”
“Kitty has gone to find her new friends, the pride of black panthers we saw upon our arrival,” Malick capitulated.  “She refuses to acknowledge her uniqueness and has come to the point in her life where she thinks she needs to be with her own kind.  I can only hope they don’t attack her for being different before she realizes what only experience can teach.”
Wren approached, wearing a frown.  “Why do you say she is unique in the feline kingdom?”
“Unimportant,” Malick shot back dismissively.  “Continue your exploration of the Temple.  We'll leave in the morning, regardless.”
“We won’t leave without Kitty,” Nep insisted.  “We all know what she means to you, and the rest of us feel the same way.”
“You have no idea,” Malick spat, unloading his venom on his undeserving friends only to regret it a moment later.  But there it was for all to hear.
Jukk, approaching from behind the others, moved in beside him.  “You’re right, Captain.  We have no idea.  It’s just a stupid cat, or rather a smart cat that’s as big as I am and eats twice as much.  But as hard as this is to believe, I’ve grown very fond of it. I agree, we won’t leave without the worthless cat,” he argued, digging in.
Jukk’s decree was like a cold slap on his face, and Malick couldn't have been more surprised.  Before his eyes, his team had become what he had always hoped they would become—a cohesive group, a family.  And like a parent, their growth into maturity and refusal to take a direct order infuriated him as much as it made him proud.  Malick turned his back to shield his emotions, then bellowed to the sky as he walked briskly away.
“The big lug can’t admit how much he loves that stupid cat.  Although why is beyond me,” Jukk muttered.
“The Captain’s link to the cat is much more than he is telling us,” Wren accused pointedly.
“Whatever that tie is, it’s none of our business,” Par scolded.
Nep stepped forward.  “I agree, but we must stand united and remain here for at least a couple of days.  There’s no way we can track her in the jungle unless she wants to be found.  We can only hope she returns or tells one of us where she is located.  Even then, that would be difficult.  The jungles on Aquis are nowhere near this dense.”
“I’m going to go hunt us dinner now,” Jukk announced.  “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open for the cat.  Kel, Bit, and Byte:  I could use help with tracking.  Though what I really need is your expertise in finding my way back.”
“We’d be happy to join you, wouldn’t we little ones?”  Kel asked the Redulins.
“Yes, that would be very fun.”  Byte’s voice raised an octave at the prospect.  “It will also give us a chance to search for Kitty.  We should take one of the Helpers.  They know the jungle, and I believe I can get them to understand what we're doing.  May I ask one?”
Nep shook her head yes.  “That’s a great idea.  We need to start including them in our adventures.  Teach them to interact with us.  Which one of them will you choose?”
“We could ride on the back of the big one,” Bit suggested.
“Our quarry may see us easier, though,” Byte warned.  “I think the small one is better for hunting.”
Bit nodded in agreement, and the choice was settled. 
When their search for Creeper came up empty, the small Redulins approached Stam.  Using hand gestures as well as speech, Byte addressed the giant metal centipede.
“Where is Creeper?”  Byte pointed to Stam and then pretended to shrink him down to a smaller size.  Byte waited for a response, but when none was forthcoming, repeated his words and gestures two more times before Stam reared up on several of his segments and pointed to the jungle.
Byte swiveled her head toward Bit.  “Creeper must’ve gone back to be with Bine.”  Byte swiveled her head back to Stam.  “Will you come with us into the jungle and help us find our way back here?”
Bit and Byte did an elaborate parody of her question.  Stam rotated his head segment, pausing to stare at each little Redulin.  Stam touched the ends of both legs in the next segment together as if clapping.  Bit and Byte jumped up with excitement, clapping their hands together too.  Afterward, they motioned Stam to follow as they joined Jukk and Kel for the hunt.
Some time later, Lumina came up behind Malick and hugged him.  “Don’t dismay.  Kitty may return with her long, furry tail tucked between her monstrous legs having learned yet another valuable lesson.  And, I would think after this, you would never dismiss your team’s devotion to either yourself or Kitty.”
“Their fierce display of loyalty caught me by surprise.  My life has been spent watching people hate me for what I am, never knowing me for who I am.  I would be the first to say bury the past, treasure the present, and welcome the future.  Unfortunately, the past has a way of clouding the present and souring the future.”
“Our future is so bright it can't be seen, and the present is what we make of it.”
“Words to live by, and words I needed to hear.”  He kissed her softly.
“Speaking of the present,” she murmured.  “Jukk brought back a beast worthy of an emperor.  If it tastes half as good as it smells roasting on the fire, I'm afraid I may burst before the night is over.”
“Sounds delightful,” Malick replied in a faraway voice.




CHAPTER 20:  Death?
***
“Mother, why are we here?”
“This is the university where your father and I teach.  There is someone here I’d like you to meet.”
“You told me to avoid people at all costs.  Why is this one different?”
“You can't stay hidden forever.  At the university—and with this person in particular—you’ll find little or no prejudice against you.  The more learned the person, the less likelihood of bigotry and prejudice.  Still, those traits are hidden deep within all people.  You must remain vigilant until you’ve had a chance to evaluate each one on a personal level.”
“Your parents have told me a great deal about you.  They say you're ready to begin your studies at the university.  Still, you seem rather young to me.  How old are you?”
“Old enough to have learned most of what my parents can teach, other than what experience alone can provide me.  Old enough to know the limits of my mind are only mine to define.  I realize I'm half the age of the average student.  I’ll do my best not to let that hinder my work or those around me.”
“You may be half the age but you're nearly the same physical size as most of our senior students.  If the answer you have just given me is an indication of your mental processes, it appears you have greater cerebral maturity than them as well.  Your parents are indeed correct; you may enter the university if you choose.  May I assume you already know your course of study?”
“The study of why in relation to living processes.  Why do plants and animals grow old and break down?  Why do they grow differently depending on the environment to which they're subjected?  Why do we choose to spray chemicals on crops and livestock instead of creating them to resist diseases and insects?  Why do we choose chemicals that are harmful to us instead of ones that are inert in our bodies, yet still achieve the desired results?  Why can’t we fix what’s wrong with people before they're born?”
“You're a strange and complex individual, to say the least.  I can see your thirst for answers will be insatiable.  Don’t let that unrelenting drive dismay you.  You’ll find your answers, but probably not from our learned ones.  We'll teach you all we know, and then we'll give you the tools to teach yourself and others all the things we don’t know.  Most of the fields of study your questions touched on have only recently been considered and rarely discussed. 
There are factions within society and the government who oppose such knowledge.  We'll shield you from them as best we can.  Still, I’m asking you be circumspect when discussing your studies with others.  Be cautious as to where these discussions are held.  Your parents can help you in that respect.”  A dreadful silence fulled the room.  “There’s one thing you said that disturbs me.  You do understand that there’s nothing wrong with you?  You, in particular, don’t need to be fixed.  It would’ve been a grave travesty if someone had altered you in your mother’s womb so that you were born like everyone else.  Differences should be celebrated, not controlled.  Without differences, there would be no evolution.  Our race would stagnate and die.”
***
The sky was changing from blue to green when Malick felt a small prick on his shoulder.  He brushed whatever it was off and turned on his side, enveloping Lumina in his arms.  It wasn’t time to awaken yet.  He was about to drift off when he felt it again—a small prick on his shoulder, a sharp pain like a pin sinking into his flesh.  Releasing Lumina, he turned and opened his eyes to a massive insect skulking next to him.
Malick, the animal traveling with you is dying.  We thought you might like to say goodbye.  Stam and I brought it here and placed it in the center of the Sanctuary of Knowledge, next to the golden Citizen.
Malick didn't even feel his feet touch the stone on the way to the center of the Temple. 
Kitty lay sprawled out on the floor, her head cradled amongst the roots of the golden Acotylite.  He knelt beside her running his hands tenderly over her sleek form.  Something had tried to rip her to pieces and had almost succeeded.  Deep, cruel claw marks wreathed her black fur.  She smelled of dirt and blood.  A faint trickle of blood ran through the roots supporting her head.  The only sign of life was her quick and shallow breathing.  Choking back a sob, he pulled back his hands and cleared his mind.  She would not die—not like this.  He had given too much of himself creating her to sit by and watch her be taken from him.  Leaning forward, he pressed his hand in the blood caked fur of her chest, feeling for her heartbeat.  It was there. Faint, but steady.  Her body was fighting with everything it had, but the amount of blood she had lost was proving to be too much to overcome. 
Malick joined his mind with Kitty’s in a battle for her life.  His senses were only peripherally aware of Bit and Byte sterilizing, then sewing up Kitty’s numerous and profound lacerations.  He directed Kitty’s body to stop all healing processes on her exterior wounds and focus those energies toward the making of new blood cells and sealing marred venules and arterioles.  His body shook with the effort, yet—without more fluid to make blood plasma—he knew it was a losing proposition.  He pried part of his mind free from the task at hand.
To all who can hear me:  Kitty needs an IV of fluids.  Lots of fluids.
Once again, Malick focused his attention on healing his beloved creation.  His consciousness laid entirely within Kitty’s bodily processes as time and space slipped away. 
Without warning, a cold and bitter sensation swathed his senses.  Cold water was flooding into Kitty’s veins, providing the fluids she desperately needed.  His team had done it! 
Each passing minute saw a rise in her blood pressure.  Her heart rate and breathing also began to stabilize.  Her kidney and liver functions were starting again, while her feverish mind went on autopilot.  They had won the battle!
Kitty might yet live in spite of herself.  Malick pulled back into himself.  He smiled as he fell over backward, utterly spent.




CHAPTER 21:  Strangeman
As an odd sensation overtook him, Malick sluggishly opened his eyes.  He felt as if he was in a dream state, one in which he found himself standing before the golden Acotylite.  The statue was radiating some sort of powerful energy that extended beyond its own confines to include Kitty, still lying motionless on the stone floor.  Though odd, he discovered he wasn’t alarmed.  In fact, an overwhelming sense of peace enveloped him.  He drifted back to the floor as the wind whispered, “Such a prodigious creature should not end.”
Malick’s stomach was grumbling so loudly its clamor awoke him and Lumina, who had been using his belly as a pillow.  The dome above them was now blood red under the noon sky.  Groaning, he heaved himself up onto one elbow and yawned.
Nep, sleeping a few feet away, also stirred.  “Captain, is there a problem?”
Lumina, now wide-awake, rose nimbly to her feet.  “The only problem is his stomach voicing its complaint at being neglected.”  She reached her hand down and helped Nep up.  “Come on.  We’ll get some food and drink while he tends to his Kitty.”
“You two spoil me,” Malick broke in.  “Thank you.”  Sitting up, he noticed Bit and Byte now stood like bookends next to Kitty.  “How is she doing, little ones?”
“Kitty is much better,”  Bit cried out enthusiastically.  “Come look.  Her wounds have already healed.”
Malick smiled at the small Redulin’s optimism as he moved over to Kitty’s still form.  Her breathing was strong and steady, her general appearance sturdy and robust.  Kneeling beside her, he ran his fingers through her silky fur, searching for the lacerations that had crisscrossed her belly just hours ago.  Bit was right, the wounds were completely healed.   What’s more, there were no signs of scarring—impossible!
He looked over at the pair of Redulins.  “Byte, have you and Bit been standing here all night?”
“Yes, Captain.  No one approached Kitty while you were recovering.  Bit filled the IV container only once since you fixed her.  Other than that, nothing has happened.  Why do you ask?”
Ram had approached and now stood at the edge of their group.  “Is there a problem, Captain?  I mean, other than the cat’s injuries.”
“Something seems amiss.  Ram, please perform a detailed scan of your sensor data from the time I finished with Kitty until now.”
“Yes, Captain.”
As the Redulins exchanged glances, he swiftly surmised something had happened that they either weren’t aware of or didn't want to reveal.
“Did anything unusual happen?”  Malick pressed.
“Diagnostics show a time discrepancy within our logs,” Ram responded.  “A two-hour gap in each of our system’s databanks, including Pixel’s, who was standing guard in the glade.  We have no answer as to why.  We deeply regret our inability to provide security.”
The rest of his team now gathered around, curiosities peaked.
Malick stood.  “The Redulin’s abilities have nothing to do with this anomaly.  Did anyone manage to stay awake these past several hours?”  His gaze swept over his team, excluding none.
Everyone exchanged sheepish glances.
“Just as I expected.  The Redulins have nothing to regret, Ram.  I assumed I had dreamt the entire incident.  Apparently I didn't.”  Malick described his waking dream to the group.  “This structure must be responsible for the missing two hours in the Redulins’ sensor data.  During that time this Sanctuary of Knowledge,” he pointed to the dome far above him, “healed Kitty and put us all in a peaceful trance.”
Everyone appeared dumbstruck.
Malick continued.  “I don’t think a life form visited us this morning.  I bet this sanctuary—and possibly the one on the island—are not only safe havens, but also provide healing to those in need.  How is beyond me, nor do I care at the moment.”
Malick felt some of the tension he’d been carrying around seep out of him.  “Well, however it happened, I’m grateful.”  He leaned over and gave his cat a gentle stroke.  “Kitty still needs to eat, drink, and rest.  We'll remain here until tomorrow morning.  If anyone wants to do a little exploring today, do so with my permission—but please don’t go alone.  Have one of the Redulins go with you, especially if you plan on leaving the glade.”  Malick gave them an encouraging grin.  “Enjoy the day!”
Wiping a stray tear from his eye, he knelt beside Kitty again. He closed his eyes and placed a hand on her head.  In doing so, Malick synchronized to her physiology, pulsated with her life-rhythms, flowed with her energies.  Despite the incredible odds, she was almost completely healed.  Her biggest tasks ahead were replenishing blood cells and protein stores throughout her depleted body.  She would awaken soon, ravenous as usual. 
When Malick opened his eyes, he found Nep and Lumina standing on either side of him.  Bit and Byte stood on either end of Kitty, continuing their watch.  “Kitty is lucky to have two such devoted friends.” 
Their legs collapsed in tandem, as they exchanged glances. 
“We love Kitty.  Has Kitty stopped loving us?  Is that why she left?”  Bit asked solemnly.
“No, that will never be true.  Her feelings toward us haven’t changed.  She is just going through a difficult phase of development.  Don’t worry.  Kitty will always love you both for the true friends and companions you are.  Now, please go and prepare for her awakening.  She’ll need plenty of food and water.”
Bit and Byte rose jubilantly to their full height and quickly dashed away.
Lumina knelt beside him.  “That was very kind of you.  However, as Kitty matures, her wild side may surface.  Do you think it will be a problem?” 
“No.  There might be other problems, but I can assure you, Kitty’s wild side won’t be one of them,” Malick returned somberly.
Nep nudged his shoulder.  “How can you be sure, Captain?”
“Because I am.  It isn't in her makeup,” Malick snapped back a bit too sharply, instantly regretting his angry flare-up.  “Excuse me, I'm still fatigued.”
Malick abruptly turned on his heel only to discover Wren standing behind him with an incredulous look on her face. However, when she alleged nothing, he stepped around her and continued to the outer ring of black monoliths before stopping.  Kitty’s heritage, in fact her very existence, was beginning to unravel before the eyes of his crew.  With so much else going on though, he might be able to continue the façade indefinitely.
Moving to one of the gleaming ruby pillars, Malick pressed his back against the crystal and slumped to the floor.
Stam and Creeper, please join me.
Moments later, Malick heard a multitude of tiny clicking noises as the Helper’s metal feet skated across the stone floor.
Malick, were you able to save your animal?  Stam sent.
Yes.  Her name is Kitty.  She is a cat—a feline.  However, she can also communicate via a q-box, and she possesses intellect.
Are we to presume Kitty is highly advanced for an animal?
Yes.  Her mental abilities resemble mine more than the animals in the jungle.  Her physical skills also exceed anything you’ve ever witnessed, I expect.
Is that how she survived certain death?  Or was that a demonstration of your abilities?
Malick skirted Stam’s question.  She wouldn’t have survived if you and Creeper hadn’t brought her to the Ancients’ sanctuary.  I'm forever in your debt.  How did you know she was in trouble?
It was Creeper’s clipped words he heard next.  I observed her leaving without your knowledge, so I followed her unnoticed.  She met with other animals of similar lineage, which then attacked her.  I went to her aid, but the combat was over before I could render assistance.  She is most capable.  She was pitted against five others.  They attacked without warning or provocation.  Her death was eminent, so I asked for Stam’s assistance in returning her to the Sanctuary of Knowledge.
Thank you both.
Why is it that animals always kill one another?  Stam sent.
The animals Kitty tried to befriend had little or no intellect.  Their mental capabilities were honed for survival and procreation of their species.  They thought she was a threat that had to be killed.  This reaction is very similar to the Dart flower you collected, Creeper.  You told me when the Dart flower feels threatened its bloom releases poisonous darts as a form of protection.  The plant then absorbs the nutrients released after the corpse decays through its roots.  Do you see the similarity?
Yes, Creeper’s voice came back at him, although plants rarely aid one another.  The family unit of animals always perplexed the Citizens; it suggests communication and intelligence, neither of which we could measure.  If only the Citizens could’ve talked with you, so much knowledge could’ve been shared.  I digress, how may we help you?
“I’ll speak with you via sound waves and q-box so Stam may decipher our language more easily,” he sent to the Helpers.  “Do you know the meaning of the symbols on these monoliths?”
Yes, these symbols translate the language of the Ancients.  They also display in written form some of the accomplishments made by the Citizens.
“I thought as much.  Have you made any progress with disassembling Bine?”
Yes.  Our work will require one hour or less.  Violet’s mind will remain intact as long as an energy source can be resupplied within 200 years.  Will that be possible?
“Yes.  You’ll find we operate at a much faster pace than the Citizens do.  The average lifespan of my crew is approximately 180 years, although our year consists of 423 days, not 1,000.  How long do the Citizens live?”
Not counting their disappearance, approximately 2,000 years.
“How old are you two?”
Stam answered for both of them.  Our first instantiation was 8,704 years ago.  Yellow gave us enhancements 4,280 years ago.  When will you die?
He laughed.  “I’d better warn you that isn't a question we go around asking each other.  We consider discussing our own death impolite.  Stam’s questions were touching on unwanted territory.  Unless there is something more you can tell me about this sanctuary, I’ll leave you to continue protecting the crew.”
We have nothing more.  Are we now part of your crew—like your other Helpers?
“Yes.  Yes, you are, Stam.  Again, thank you for joining us and especially for saving Kitty.”
We feel the word ‘happy’.
The Helper bots clapped two of their legs together and scampered away, leaving the faint echo of hundreds of clicking feet. 
Sighing, he gazed around him.  From this vantage point, he could observe the inside of the temple as well as the surrounding glade.  The need to constantly lie to his crew frustrated him.  Except for the father and son who owned the pharmaceutical company, Malick had never really had friends in his life—until he’d met Daxx, Jukk, and Redd.  Still, they never expected him to talk about anything other than what they were doing at the time.  It was the others that worried him—especially Wren and Zuri.  Lying had never bothered him before; it was a way of life, brought on by being different.  He never thought he would be able to tell his crew the real truth; it might destroy the only happiness he’d ever known.  Melancholy was a worthless feeling he had no time for, so he closed his eyes and willed it away.
***
“Hello.”
“Hello.”
“You’re the new boy.  The girls and I have seen you around campus.”  She giggled and winked at her friends standing a few steps away.
He waited for her to continue.
“Aren’t you going to say anything to me?”
“What would you like me to say?”
“I don’t know.  Haven’t you seen me on campus?”
“Yes.  I've seen you and your friends many times.  You appear to be very popular, with numerous male companions.  You're in my sociology class, correct?”
“Yes, I’m having a difficult time in that class.  Could you come over and tutor me?”
“I…”  For the first time in his life, he stammered.  His pulse began racing, and his face became flushed.
“Oh gracious me, I didn’t mean to suggest we’d be lovers.”  She giggled yet again and winked at her friends.
“Why?  I've all the same anatomical parts as any other male.  I only lack the bony plate encircling the skull. Otherwise, I'm no different.”
“The bony plate is a Mating ring, silly.  The Mating ring is what makes males handsome and females desirable.”
“So I can never be handsome or desirable?”
“Oh, gracious no.  I don’t mean this in a bad way, but no female would ever mate with you willingly.”
“How can I take your remark in any way but demeaning?  How can a bony plate make that much of a difference?”
This time she snickered.  “I can see why everyone has named you thus.”
Unaware he had a nickname, he reared backward.  “Named me?  What have they named me?”
He saw her eyes fill with malice.  It spilled onto her tongue when she opened her mouth and out paraded, “Why, don’t you know?  They call you Strangeman.”
***




CHAPTER 22:  Savage
Malick felt a heavy weight fall onto his legs.  He opened his eyes to see Kitty lying beside him with her head in his lap; she was staring at him.
Kitty sorry.
He reached out and stroked the unruly fur between her stout ears.  What have you learned?
Kitty learn hard.  New friends attack Kitty.  New friends hurt Kitty bad.  Kitty had to kill new friends.  Kitty have no one.
She closed her eyes as a tear splashed down onto her fur.  Spasms rippled through her diaphragm several times.  Kitty was crying.
How can you say that?  Bit and Byte think the world revolves around you.  Every one of the crew would lay down their life for you.  The day you were attacked, even Creeper followed you to make sure you were okay, and it was Stam who brought you back so you wouldn’t die alone in the jungle.  Why would they do that if they didn’t care?  Nep and Lumina love you deeply.  He gave his words a minute to sink in.  I'm your parent.  I love you more than I love myself.  You're not alone, and you never will be.
Kitty know.  Kitty sorry.  Kitty have no Silver eyes.  Kitty have no same one.
Nor do I.  Lumina and I aren’t the same.  We're from different worlds.  We're just very similar.  I'm like you, unique.  I know it's hard to be different from all others.  Your differences make you better than other cats—better than any animal.  You can choose to see those differences as  bad, or as an amazing and special thing.  I spent many years of my life ensuring you’d be like no other.  You are the greatest animal to have ever lived.
Kitty feel alone.  Parent feel alone?
In the way you're describing it, yes I do.  I’ll always feel alone.  However, you and the others make up for not having someone exactly like me.  Our friends are worth more than someone who looks, talks, or acts like us.  Do you understand?
Kitty never have love?
We’ll never have a real mate, if that's what you mean—but the love of friends and the marvels of Sworld are more than enough to give us a good life.
What is love?
His smile was melancholy. I'm not the one to ask.
Kitty has no other.
Very well.  Until you were born I couldn't have answered your question.  Now, maybe I can.  The word ‘love’ is perhaps the most inadequate word in our language.  It means so many things to so many people that its real meaning becomes shrouded in ambiguity.  I think of love like this.  There is the love of a friend.  That means your friend would do almost anything for you.  They cherish you, they like to be around you, and they’d be greatly saddened if you were no longer in their life.
Like little metal friends?
Exactly like that.  Then there’s the love of a comrade or crewmen.  They depend on you to get something done—sometimes even to keep them alive—and you depend on them for the same reasons.  They see you through the good times and bad.  They never ask for more than you can give, and you always give them everything you have. 
Like little blue friend?
Yes, Sage will always help those around her.  Next, there is the love of family.  It's a deep bond that reaches into every part of you.  Being with family is like being with yourself. Sometimes it’s good, other times it’s not - but always inescapable.  Another type of love is that which you feel for a mate - that’s the kind of love you’re craving, isn’t it?  It’s only natural.  This love can be purely sexual, or the mixture of a friend and family, or all three as one.  This type of love grows, sometimes withers, and changes constantly.  It's also the most elusive and the one you and I can never truly have.
Kitty’s tail swooshed back and forth before her head sank a little. 
Finally, the strongest love of all is the love of a parent.  I know of no words to accurately describe this type of love.  It's so profound that all meaning is lost.  It's the love I have for you, though we're not even the same species.  Do you understand?
Kitty not sure.  Kitty feel better.
He smiled.  I’ve been alive for a very long time, and it has taken me all that time to understand what I just told you.  My hope for you is that you’ll know all of those types of love in your lifetime.  They’ll come when they come.  Don’t try to find them.  They’ll find you when you least expect it.
He bent over and kissed Kitty between the eyes, listening to her purrs as she rubbed her head against his arm.  With her purrs growing louder, he barely heard the soft metallic footfalls of Bit and Byte sneaking up on them.
“Hello little ones,” he said at their approach.
Bit giggled.  “Captain, you always hear us.”
Byte pointed a finger at his cat.  “Is Kitty hungry?” 
Kitty jumped to her feet, nearly pushing Malick over in the process.
Bit twittered.  “I guess so.  We found another boar just for her.  Jukk killed it with his new Flowerstar.  He is a very good shot.”
Kitty hungry.  Little metal friends love me?
Yes, they do.  Now go show them how much you love them too.
Kitty nuzzled his stomach before scampering off with the two small Redulins.
Malick raised his eyes to upside-down spires of crystal jutting down from the ceiling.  “I hope I never have to do that again,” he announced to the universe.
Malick stayed in the temple all day.  Its peaceful confines chipped away at his self-imposed stony persona until he felt like himself again. 
Welcoming the others back from their day’s exploration, he joined them around a makeshift fire-pit, where a boar hung roasting—it’s flesh sizzling, it’s fat hissing as it seeped onto the glowing embers. 
It didn’t take long for someone to tell him of the day’s events.  In fact, they all seemed eager to tell him, so much so they began talking at once.  Through the hubbub of voices, he was able to piece together the fact that Creeper had saved the day on more than one occasion by alerting them to the dangers of a number of poisonous plants—some quite obvious, others painfully not.  This quadrant of helter-skelter botany freak-shows was filled with booby-traps and pitfalls.  While dying of thirst or hunger would never be a problem, dying from hundreds of other threats would be a daily challenge.  Malick couldn't wait to leave this place.  He thanked his crew for their stories and removed himself from the festivities.
Later that night, Lumina lay beside him.  “What troubles you, beloved?”
“I don’t feel like myself here.  I've no control in this place.  On the contrary, I feel like it controls me.”
“You don’t need to tell us your secrets until you're ready.”
He turned a quizzical expression on her.  “You're starting to scare me.  You already know me too well.”
She smiled coyly.  “Your heart is an open book, but your mind is a steel vault.  I’ll settle for your heart—for now.”
***
The following morning, he joined his crew as they made their way back to Bine.
Welcome back, Malick.  Did you find your stay at the Sanctuary of Knowledge enlightening?
Yes, Bine.  The Ancients were an amazing people.
You think they’ve perished after all these years?
I hope not, Bine.  Yet I've seen no evidence that they still exist.  The structures they left behind appear to be self-sustaining.  Their inner workings aren’t evident, so uncovering their mysteries seems unlikely without the Ancients’ help.
Please call me Violet.  Bine and Bud are for the edification of the Greens and Reds and not my true self.  After talking with Stam, I’ve decided to combine some of their attributes with mine—the ones
you find appealing.
Violet it is.  Well, Violet—take us back to where we first met and stop at the same places along the way.  Please travel at the same speed, thank you.
After the others had boarded the platform, Stam and Creeper rolled themselves aboard, and Violet started their journey.
“Bine wishes to be called Violet from now on.  She said something most curious, so I've decided to ask Stam and Creeper to tell us about the Citizens.  I’ll vocalize our conversation so you can all hear it.  It will also give Stam a head start on communicating with us before his voice coils are installed,” Malick said aloud and sent to the three Helpers.  “Stam, Violet just referred to the Greens and Reds.  What did she mean?”
“The Citizens come in three basic types:  Greens, Reds, and Blues.  The Greens are the largest of the Citizens in both size and numbers.  The size of the entrances to all buildings is based on their stature.  The Greens have hearty stalks with strong shoots capable of lifting great weight.  Their contribution to the mental collective is memory. 
“The Reds come in various sizes, but all are smaller than the Greens.  Their shoots lift much smaller weights, Kitty for example.  Their contributions to the mental collective are math and science. 
“The Blues are only a little taller than you, Malick—yet their shoots are very nimble and precise.  They're known for patience and precision.  Their contribution to the mental collective is imagination.
“While I’m the only Helper with color organelles, the Helpers refer to the Citizens in this way because of the color of the sky in which they bathe daily.  By opening themselves to the sky during their like time of day, Citizens replenish their energy stores and remove unwanted gases.  The Citizens take in nourishment through their roots, which is why Helpers replenish, rake, and then grade the nutrient fields constantly.
“To answer your specific question:  Violet was referring to the fact that the Blues are the most cautious because they move so slowly.  Outside Arachana, the Blues often fall prey to the terrible monsters called herbivores.  The Reds move the fastest, which is about 10% of your speed.  The pace of the Greens varies, and falls somewhere between the others.  However, due to the strength of their shoots, they have the capability to protect themselves from all but the largest predators.  You saw them prior to entering Arachana.  The cats that attacked Kitty were hunting a herd of the vicious brutes.  As you have figured out, the animals you're afraid of, the Citizens cherish, and the animals you hunt for food are the Citizens’ enemies.  Did that answer your question?”
“Yes.”  Malick addressed his group.  “Does someone else have a question?”
“I do,” Par said.  “Stam, how many Citizens were there before the disappearance?”
“Nine hundred ninety-two thousand.”
“How many reappeared?”
“There wasn’t enough time after the reappearance for an accurate count.  However, the nutrient fields still within the perimeter of Arachana can support ten thousand.”
Par’s face collapsed, stunned.
Nep’s small hands flew to her pale cheeks.  “That’s horrible!  How many years will it take to rebuild their population, provided there are no problems?”  Nep asked.
“Approximately 10,000.  Although the Citizens can repopulate at a greater rate, the city’s boundaries will need to be expanded, and the land cultivated.  Great care must be taken not to allow small monstrosities to gain access to the Citizens.  These little beasts can cause great damage to the Citizens’ roots, and even with a full complement of Helpers, they're difficult to eliminate.  Once the land is cleared, wildlings must be trained to establish new refuges.  As the city’s boundaries increase, so must the number of Helpers.  This undertaking is very time-consuming for the Blues and Reds, although Primary One has stored the parts from every Helper so only a small fraction of new parts will be required to retrofit all previous Helpers.  Then, when the new nutrient fields are ready, the precious seeds will be sown.  The young Citizens will reach full height in twenty years, will join the collective in thirty, and will move freely in fifty years.  As I've said before, the average Citizen lives 2,000 years before returning to the loam.”
“Any more questions?”  Malick broke in.
“Yes, Captain.  Stam, how long before you will need to recharge your energy stores?”  Ram asked.
“Creeper and I will recharge ourselves when we dissemble Violet.  Our charge will last for the next ninety to 100 years.  Do you think you can aid us in finding a power source before then, Ram?”
A burst of laughter bubbled throughout the group.
“Violet will be retrofitted on cruiser 2, and you shall have access to a power source within two weeks of our return home,” Ram stated with confidence.
“Oh my, that would be most gratifying,” Violet sent.
Everyone laughed and relaxed.
“Home,” Malick echoed.  “An interesting choice of words, Ram.  After visiting this quadrant, I wholeheartedly agree.”
***
We have reached the plateau.
The exclusion field snapped out of existence, revealing the flat mountaintop covered with undulating and immensely thick vines.  The sky held its first tinge of crimson in an otherwise endless sheet of emerald.  Green was everywhere as wisps of viridescent-stained mist clung to the rainforest canopy below them.  This time around, the mist was neither thick nor prodigious and formed floating islands here and there anchored to the tops of only the tallest trees, leaving wide swaths of the jumbled plant life visible.  They made their way to the edge and found a suitable vine on which to eat their midday meal.
Aria nibbled daintily on a spear of yellow fruit.  “It’s nice to see your lunch under a green sky every once in a while, rather than constantly bathed in blood-red.  Don’t you agree, Captain?”
“I agree completely.  Although, I don’t think Kitty cares one way or another.”  Malick pointed toward his cat, busily devouring the remains of a boar.
Jukk clicked his tongue.  “Captain, if I didn’t know better, I’d say your pet is bigger than yesterday.”  Jukk shook his head in wonderment.  “Like I said before, what doesn’t kill it only makes it bigger.”
“I wonder when Kitty will stop growing.”  Wren’s statement held no question.
If Wren could’ve been more accusatory, Malick didn't know how.  He was about to remark on it when Daxx changed the subject.
“Look directly below us.  Do you see that long line of deforestation?”  Before anyone could answer, he continued.  “It looks as if it tapers away in the distance, only it doesn’t.  The jungle has actually regrown where the line had been.  Now move along the line, following it to its end directly below us.  Tell me what you see.”
Jukk replied first.  “You mean that huge greenish-gray rock?”
“Yes, but look closely.  That rock has hundreds of monstrous vines growing from it, not on it.  And what’s that big dark pockmark on the top?”
“That’s dirt,” Jukk said.  “Look, there’s a lot more of it … dirt … jutting out the back.  It continues on to the regrowth, almost as if some giant dragged a boulder behind him, which dug up a mound of dirt as it went through the jungle.  Look at all the birds and animals sifting through the ridge of dirt searching for hidden treasure,” he said abstractedly, now mesmerized by the foraging creatures.
“We're forgetting our two newest additions.”  Malick pointed out.  “Creeper, do you see that big boulder below us on the forest floor?  Do you know how it got there?”
It walked there.
Jukk started laughing.  “I think something got lost in translation.”
“I’d better rephrase the question.  Do you know how that massive rock
was moved to where it now lies on the floor of the rainforest?”
I don’t see a rock.  However, I believe you're referring to the Savage below us.  During its stasis period, it may resemble a rock when viewed in your wavelength.
“Are you saying that when Violet referred to the Savages, she was referring to that thing on the ground?”
Yes.
“Stam, we stopped here on our original journey to Arachana.  On that day there was a loud noise, as if the jungle was being torn apart.  Have you ever heard a Savage when it wasn’t in stasis?  Is that the sound it makes?”
Yes I have, and the sounds I've detected are the screams a tree makes when its limbs are being ripped off, and it’s pulverized to death.
A deathly silence passed between them as Malick and his crew adjusted their points of view to that of an Acotylite.
They were yanked from their stupor by the sounds of boulders grating against one another.  The noise seemed to be coming from the jungle beneath them, springing up like an avalanche of rocks.
Then chaos descended.  Birds took wing from the trees, squawking and crying as they raced away.  The greenish-gray blob wobbled and rippled as something beneath its rock-like hide pushed its way to the surface and then withdrew, bulging in a rhythmic fashion.  The dark pockmark on the top of the Savage opened like a giant sphincter, revealing an enormous maw.  Malick peered into the gut of this grotesque abomination of genetics and saw boulders being grated across one another, easily crushing anything coming between them.  The immeasurably strong musculature of the Savage was grinding its food to dust, or in this case, a thin mud-like mash.  The boulders were sloshing around in what could only be a bath of digestive enzymes and acids amidst the fluids and remains from the Savage’s prey. 
As Malick watched with a sort of horrified detachment, three mighty vines shot out from the front of the Savage, intertwining themselves around the base of a nearby tree standing several hundred feet tall.  Malick’s jaw dropped in disbelief, while he watched the Savage rip the ancient tree from the ground as if it were a sapling.  The crackling and rupturing sounds of branches and roots being rent apart was deafening, bested only by the screams and wails of the hundreds of creatures living within its canopy.  The Savage turned the tree in the air and stuffed the canopy, creatures and all, into its horrific maw.  The grinding action of the rocks held no mercy for plant or beast.  Brief explosions of red punctuated the otherwise green macerated pulp of the once mighty tree.  The beast’s enlarged gullet grew even more distended as a dark-brown fluid gushed from the lacerated tree trunk, now broken in half.  The tree’s lifeblood swirled amongst the rocks as the remainder of the tree was stuffed into the bulging Savage.  The humongous maw closed around the tree, saving the precious cargo from spilling over its edges. 
The sight was so spellbinding, Malick barely heard Par’s lunch splat on the ground as the giant gray stomach below them continued to ruminate its meal.
A Savage moves even slower than a Citizen does, Stam sent in an impossibly unflustered voice, given the carnage unfolding in the rain forest.  However, most of the Citizens killed by Savages died because they were damaged by the stampeding wildlife and were unable to escape in time.  Because the Citizens can’t detect air-pressure waves, they were unaware of the Savage’s presence until the animals in the area fled.  The Blues were especially vulnerable.  It wasn’t until the invention of the exclusion field that the Citizens were able to grow and thrive.
“You mean all those birds and animals behind the Savage are foraging through —,” Jukk hurled his lunch back into the wild.
With the exclusion field now back in place, and the almost imperceptible motion of the Green Line platform underway, Malick leaned against Kitty, using her as a backrest.
Are you finally full?
Mostly.  I … Kitty drifted off, still too tired from her recent battle with the big cats to finish.
He pulled Lumina close and kissed the top of her head as she snuggled against him.
“You really know how to sway a female,” she whispered.  “What monsters will you unveil over our next meal?”
“Hopefully one with less regurgitating appeal.”
“I heard that,” Jukk grumbled.
Malick smiled and closed his eyes.
***
“Please come in and close the door.  Have a seat.  Do you know why I asked you here?”
“Possibly.”
“You're here for two reasons.  First, your studies have exhausted this school’s extensive resources.  I would invite you to study elsewhere, but as you already know, there is nowhere else more advanced in your fields of study than at this university.  So I urge you to become a faculty member, focusing most of your efforts on research.  Every faculty member I've talked with is eager for you to break new ground and lead us in future discoveries and fields of science.  Do you think you're ready?   Would you like to stay here?”
“I wish to explore genetics primarily and computer engineering secondarily.”
“Why computer engineering?”
“To aid me in designing a unique computer architecture.  My work in genetics requires specialized laboratory equipment, as well as a computer whose architecture is devoted to the decomposition and three-dimensional interplay of the protein structures within DNA.  I can handle all design work, if the university devotes its resources toward the procurement of the equipment and computer.”
The old master smiled at his audacity.  “Oh, so the university can build your research laboratory.  At which point, you will require nothing more of us.”
“Correct.”
“Anything else?”
“Two laboratory assistants.  Preferably ones that don’t talk too much  and won’t object to working unorthodox hours.”
The master’s next grin pleated the fleshy bags underneath his tired eyes.  “I see you still need work on your understanding of verbal innuendos.”
“Yes, that has been implied many times over the years.  I've stopped considering verbal inferences because, for the most part, they're disparaging and of no importance to the tasks at hand.”
“Is that why you have accepted the namesake Strangeman?”
“Yes.  As one female put it—the monster is a monster by any name.  Why am I labeled thus?  I've wronged no one and helped many with their studies, yet they named me such.”
“I can't shield you from the implications of the past.  All I can advise is:  change the future.”
We're here.
***




CHAPTER 23:  Cold-liquefy
The exclusion field withdrew to reveal an indigo sky and a mishmash of jungle noises.  Glistening blue diamonds of dew hung in the air from the nearby waterfall, which plunged into the endless abyss.
Kitty hungry.  Kitty go hunt?
Malick smiled.  I expected as much.  I'm sending Creeper with you.
Kitty not like metal bugs.
Creeper and Stam saved your life.  Start liking them.
Yes Parent.
Malick ate dinner with his friends that night and watched the blue stars dance above the thundering cataract on its journey to places unknown.
Once again within the safe confines of the exclusion field, everyone relaxed and spoke in hushed tones until, one by one, they drifted off. 
At some point in the journey, Malick stretched himself awake, as did his comrades, rubbing sleep from their eyes as they turned to him to relieve their boredom.
“Captain, please tell us the story of how you developed the Coherent Energy Beam,” Nep requested.
A sea of eager faces greeted his glance.  “Fine, as long as you don’t mind the condensed, Jukk version.”
Jaded laughter and a few disheartened looks answered him.
“There’s the Helpers to consider, and frankly I find it exhausting to talk vocally and mentally at the same time.  And don’t forget, Daxx and Aria were both part of the original development team, and the Redulins are also well versed on the subject.  You can see any of us privately if you want a more technical briefing.”
Warming up to the subject, Malick cracked his knuckles and leaned against the nearest pole.  “The story is actually quite funny.  The rumors you may have heard about its discovery are true:  it was an accident.  However, it's also true we used rigorous scientific methods to perform the analysis that ultimately led to the derivation of the technical explanation of the phenomena, so I guess you could say it was an empirical accident.
“Daxx and I had just returned from the first demonstration of a female vocalist’s ability to shatter a crystal goblet, performed by the ethereal Cryceta.  When we arrived back in our laboratory, he and I did what any good scientist would do:  we strove to replicate the demonstration.  We placed a crystal goblet on a granite table then surrounded it with six-inch granite slabs on three sides to contain the sound vibrations.  It was overkill, I know, but the slabs were readily available and easily placed, so why not?  The execution was easy, straightforward, and a success.  So much, in fact, that I asked myself:  why not see if we can return the glass to its original fluid state instead of simply shattering it?
“From a physics perspective, the two experiments couldn't be more different.  Shattering the glass was trivial.  It merely required vibrating the glass to a point of physical instability, though I’ll point out the frequency and amount of energy required to achieve this result solely depends on the architecture of the goblet.  We quickly discovered placing a lump of glass on the table—as opposed to a goblet—and then subjecting it to significant vibrational energies did next to nothing.  Shattering glass in such a manner is just a brute force method of altering its configuration, not its physical chemistry.  The same can be said of placing the glass in a furnace and then uniformly raising its temperature to the point where the glass melts.  My hypothesis was to vibrate the geometric configuration of the solid—not the individual molecules of the glass—to the point of disassociation, thereby severing their bonds and forming a liquid with little or no heat. 
“It's important to understand that at the time we were juggling several other important projects.  However, this one was for fun, and because of that, we overlooked a very important point:  glass isn't a solid; glass is actually a liquid—an extremely viscous liquid.  If you look at extremely old architecture and analyze the windows, you will find the bottoms are thicker than the tops.  This situation exists because, over time, the window itself is flowing under gravity.  Had I remembered that crucial fact, our discovery of coherent energy may never have occurred.
“Not realizing any of this, I asked Daxx to supervise several undergraduates as they bombarded the crystal goblet with our new, and still theoretical, neutrino cannon.”
“Hold on,” Lumina cut in.  “A neutrino is a neutral subatomic particle with a mass close to zero and half-integral spin.  It rarely reacts with normal matter.  We’d just proven its existence.  How could it do anything to the glass’s geometric configuration?”
“We had just proven its existence?”  Malick said, startled.  “How did you know that?  Has something triggered a memory?”
“No, I don’t know how I know—I just do,” she said quietly.  “No remembrances.”  Her head dropped.
“You must’ve had an extensive science background to blurt out the definition so explicitly,” Daxx challenged.
Lumina’s head jerked up.  “Please excuse my interruption.  This isn't about me.”  She poked Malick to continue.
“In any case, you're correct,” Malick went on, picking up where he’d left off.  “We too realized neutrinos rarely interact.  However, the Sun’s neutrino bombardments of Oberus are widely dispersed.  We intended to create a device that would eject billions of neutrinos in a tightly focused beam.  My hypothesis centered upon the fact that if a large number of neutrinos impacted a geometric configuration they might interact with the lattice structure or physical bonds and not the molecules themselves.
“I had also asked Aria to work on a computer program that would barrage the crystal goblet with multiple modulating frequencies and amplitudes from several different sources.  It's important to note the teams worked independently of each other, and it so happened, at different times of the day.  Aria had just finished writing the latest version of her code and had left the computer running to compile the code over the weekend.  Meanwhile, Daxx’s team had installed the neutrino cannon, hooking it to the same computer.  Both Daxx and Aria were scheduled to test their new equipment the following week. 
“Sometime during the weekend, Aria’s code finished compiling, and the computer shut down automatically.  At the time of our discovery, I could only surmise that sometime after the computer had shut down, a subsequent power glitch simultaneously powered up all the equipment, including the computer with the newly compiled software.  Aria’s software then proceeded to modulate the frequency and amplitude of the neutrino cannon over a variety of combinations.  I never intended the two different approaches to be combined, but happenstance stepped in, and that's exactly what occurred.
“I was the first to enter the laboratory the following week, where I discovered a one-foot hole through the rear granite slab.  The crystal goblet had been untouched, but it had moved to the front of the granite table, its stem encased in solid granite.  Not able to believe my eyes, I placed my hand just above the granite table to check for residual heat, which should’ve still been present if the neutrino cannon had energized the granite molecules into molten rock.  There was none.  The one-foot hole in the rear granite slab had cold-liquefied, poured onto the table—moving the goblet with it—and then solidified again.
“When the others arrived, we began to search for answers.  We checked back through the computer log and discovered the power glitch.  It was then that we tied the hole in the slab to the power glitch.  By reconstructing the exact circumstances, we were able to recreate the event. 
“A year and a half later, I finally figured out what happened.  My original hypothesis had proven valid.  We had found an energy stream that consisted of specific amounts of neutrinos at modulated frequencies that had vibrated the crystal lattice within the granite to the point of disassociation without causing a significant increase in the vibrational heat of the base molecules.  I coined this phenomenon ‘Coherent Energy Beam’ because the neutrino cannon had transferred energy at the exact harmonic frequency necessary for disassociation.  In other words, we didn't use the brute-force method.
“Five years later, we had a portable and reliable CEB generator and were able to cold-liquefy areas of a solid granite cliff to make a grand home in just three days—the very night the Redulins landed on my doorstep.”
Malick watched his scientists lose themselves in introspection, their eyes bright, until Jukk’s loud snores interrupted their thoughts.
“And you thought he wasn’t paying attention,” Wren said cynically.
Their sudden laughter jolted Jukk awake, and he spilled sideways into Kitty’s haunches.  She swatted him away with her tail, and he rolled precariously against Pixel’s leg.
Pixel lifted him by the scruff of his neck and set him gently on his feet.  “Do you require assistance?”
“What’s going on?  I was having a great dream about building a cannon, when that overgrown cat threw me across the dirt with a flip of her tail into this walking tin-can.”
Wren gave him the stink eye.  “Careful—that walking tin-can can make sure you go to sleep for a long time.”
Malick joined in the fun.  “If you would like I can have Stam re-roll himself with you in the middle.”
“Okay, okay.  I’m sorry Pixel,” Jukk said with no shred of remorse.  “I just don’t appreciate being awakened in such a rude manner.”
“Your apology wasn’t required.  Tin isn’t one of the elements in my structure.”
Jukk was the only one who didn't chuckle.  Malick’s eyes swung back and forth between Jukk and Kitty.
A dejected Jukk addressed Kitty.  “I guess I was the one who fell into you.  Sorry I called you an overgrown cat.”
Kitty rolled on her back and covered her eyes with her paws.  This time, even Jukk couldn't contain his laughter.
The first hints of jade danced across the sapphire sky as Malick and his team disembarked from the last run of the Green Line.
Malick, shall Stam and Creeper start the disemboweling sequence?
Violet, you're being a little melodramatic.  It isn't as if you can feel pain, correct?
Have you ever had your brain removed?
He clamped down on his lips to stuff back his laughter.  When we arrive at our landing site you’ll be given a body that allows you greater freedom of movement.  I think you’ll be most pleased.
You’ve never given us reason to doubt your judgments.  The Ancients were wise to send one such as you.  If we don’t converse again, I wish to thank you for all you’ve done.
You have nothing to fear, Violet.  Simply take a nap as you did when you were waiting for us. 
I feel the word ‘anxiety’.
Stam and Creeper, please begin Violet’s extraction from the Green Line.




CHAPTER 24:  Zombies
It had been almost an hour since they’d stopped when Kitty darted out of the rainforest, running faster than he’d ever seen her run.  From twenty feet away, she leapt into the air and landed in the middle of camp, spraying sand everywhere.
Danger.  Kitty see them coming.
What did you see?
Black land move.  Bad insects.  Kitty see many bad insects.
“What has her so spooked?”  Jukk groused.
Before Malick could say anything, the tangled rainforest came alive.  Animals screamed in fear.  Monkeys jumped from tree to tree, vine to limb, and branch to branch in a state of maddening panic.  Birds took wing, not knowing where they were going or why.  Every bit of wildlife was going nowhere fast, shrieking at the top of their lungs, as the perpetual darkness inside the steaming rainforest grew darker.
“Grab your packs and head for the top of the sand dune on the way to the dome,” Malick barked.  “Ram and Pixel, pick up the Imps and run!”
Grabbing Aria and Lumina by the hand, Malick set a daunting pace as they scaled the ever-shifting sand slope.  He stopped at the top to make sure no one was left behind in the scramble.  Stam and Creeper were still working on the Green Line, unaware of the deadly chaos unfolding within the jungle.
Stam, listen to the commotion in the jungle.  Something is terribly wrong.  Do you know what is happening?
The metal centipede stopped what it was doing, raised several segments, and scanned the jungle’s interior.
You were right to escape.  Although hard to visualize because of their trifling size, a vast multitude of zombie ants is on the move.  Maintain the same distance as you are from them now, and you’ve nothing to fear.  They won’t continue into the sand very far, because there’s no longer anything to devour.  We're in no danger.  We'll find you when we’ve finished disassembling Violet.
Stam didn't sound the least bit agitated by the violent happenings taking place only hundreds of feet from them and returned to his task.
Meanwhile, a wall of darkness was enveloping everything within the jungle, oozing over every inch of the trees and flora, forcing insects and wildlife equally toward the edge of the jungle.  Not understanding their menace, the animals climbed ever higher to escape the countless tiny predators.
“Captain, do you know what that blackness is?”  Jukk screeched, in a voice that was at least an octave higher than Malick was used to hearing.  “Look!”  He pointed a shaky finger at the boiling black mass.  “It’s taking over the rainforest!”
“Believe it or not, it’s ants.  Stam calls them zombie ants.  He said if we remain at this distance, we’ve nothing to fear.  The ants won’t venture far into the sand because there’s nothing to devour.”
“You sure know how to pick ‘em,” Jukk lamented with a sad shake of his head as he stared into the morass of devastation.
The zombie ants now swarmed over each fragment of the jungle for thousands of feet to the north and south.  Looking behind the ants, Malick could now see the carnage they’d wrought on the flora.  Every leaf on every plant had been stripped away—from the tallest tree and thickest vine to the smallest scrub and thinnest creeper—eroded into nothingness until they drifted downward to be devoured by the hordes of ants waiting on the ground.  Those leaves too cumbersome to be severed by the ants tiny mandibles were chomped clean instead, until only the leafstalk and veins too bulky to consume were left.
In an attempt to escape the merciless onslaught, the animals had retreated to the last line of trees before the endless sand dunes took over.  Malick felt powerless as he watched the trees begin to bend under the weight of the frightened hoard of scrambling animals.  He could do nothing other than gawk as the black jungle floor moved forward onto the vine-covered sand in a roiling, chaotic surge.  The screams of the animals reached a crescendo as the ants left them no room for escape.  The tops of the trees were full, as previous friends and enemies now crawled over each other to get to the highest point.  The horror of the unrelenting wave of ants was enough to force many to jump to certain death.  The ground held no safe haven as the broken animals were smothered in a carpet of black death.
Nep’s terrified scream jarred loose his mind’s compulsion to watch the horror show.  “CAPTAIN!” she shrieked, pointed to the ground, and then turned on her heels and began running blindly toward the sandstorm in the distance. 
Malick glanced down—a swarming cauldron of ants covered his boots. 
“Go!  RUN!” He screamed to whomever was in earshot.  “Follow our previous trail and stop when the wind picks up!”
Keeping their wits about them, they maintained a quick pace across the shifting sand.  Around them, the sandstorm continued to rise, growing higher and higher and darker and darker. 
Malick came to a stop while the winds were still fairly light, and the others formed a shield around him while he placed his medallion on the tip of the emerald dagger.
“Ram, take a reading.”
“Finished Captain,” Ram said, turning back toward the jungle.  “I see no sign of the ants following us.”
Stam, how are you progressing?
We’ve finished disassembly and are following your trail.  We'll be there shortly.
“Good news,” Malick said as everyone calmed their breathing and wiped their brow after the adrenaline induced run.  “The Helpers are on their way.”
“Wonderful,” Daxx said between gasps.
Malick’s eyes traveled over his bedraggled crew.  “Is anyone hurt?”
Wren rolled up the cuff of her trousers.  A red welt festered atop her ankle.  “Only an ant bite here and there, Captain.”
Malick continued to take stock of his crew, relieved to see only a sprinkling of angry bite marks on their necks, faces, and arms.
“The ant’s bite is more than merely the ripping of skin,” Nep warned them as she pulled back the sleeve on her tunic to reveal a similar red welt; this one was the size of her fingernail.  “They’re secreting some form of acid as well.  My bites are swelling slightly, and I’ve never reacted to an insect bite in the past.  Everyone should check their bites in case we need to treat for anaphylactic shock.”
All appeared unharmed and unperturbed, except Kitty.  She was shaking herself violently, over and over again in an effort to shed the imaginary ants she believed were swarming over her.  He quickly came to her side, holding her head between his hands and looking into her eyes.
There are no ants on you.  You shook them off miles ago.
Kitty feel them.  Kitty feel them crawling.
“Bit and Byte, come over and search through Kitty’s fur to make sure there are no ants.”  He paused.  “Please.”
The two small Redulins quickly ran their nimble fingers through every inch of her fur.
“The ants are all gone, Kitty.  We promise,” Byte said, and then the two little Redulins hugged her.
Kitty responded by shoving Bit slightly and soon the three were in the midst of merriment.
“Captain.”  Ram lifted his giant digit.  “I can see Stam in the distance.”
Malick followed Ram’s finger to see the two Helpers scampering across the loose sand as if it were concrete.  Their newfound speed was impressive, and the gap closed quickly.  There was just one difference in their appearance—they were sheathed in black.
Stam and Creeper—stop!  You're covered in ants.  Find a way to remove them before you come any closer to us.
Neither Helper wasted a step as the ants enveloping them flew off in all directions.  A moment later, the same invisible force threw off the last remaining ants clinging to their metal membranes.
“Captain, how’d they do that?”  Jukk asked.  “One second the ants were all over them, and the next there were none.”  He made an explosive gesture with his hands flying apart.  “Poof!”
“I think the Helpers sent a high-voltage electrical pulse through their exoskeletons.  The ants were electrocuted and repulsed in one simple step.  Did you see that, Ram?”
“Yes, I’ll pass this tactic along to the other Redulins.  It appears to be a most effective strategy.”
As the Helpers had joined them, Malick noticed that several of their segments were inverted, and that they clutched the essence of Violet between their legs, along with the bulk of the equipment necessary to recreate the exclusion field.
“As unusual as the Acotylites may be,” Daxx spoke up as he ran a keen eye over Stam’s inverted segments, “I must admit their engineering skills are first rate.”
“I couldn't agree more.”  Malick said.  “Stam, how were you and Creeper able to walk through the sandstorm when you found the Emerald Acotylite Dome?  You weigh so little, I would think you would just blow away.”
The two Helpers lifted some of their legs and curled them into a ball, demonstrating their multi-jointedness.  This allowed them to elongate their many legs and curve them in at the ends.  Such a design gave each Helper the capability to effectively lower its body and skim over any surface.
“In essence, you become an aerodynamic wind foil—very impressive,”  Malick observed.  “But, rendered useless by your current load.  Ram and Pixel, tether our Helpers securely to your person.  Because their weight is minimal, your movements won’t be impeded.
“But before we proceed, I’d like Stam to explain the actions of the zombie ants.  We’ve never seen an ant behave in such a fashion.”
A zombie ant is any variety of ant that has been infected with a paralytic fungus that freezes cognitive functions.  The fungus then uses the ant to spread its spores to other ants.  The fungus penetrates the ant’s nervous system and forces the ant to do the fungus’s bidding, mainly spreading its spores.  As a result, the ant becomes voracious and goes on a deadly march as it searches for anything it can devour to sate its hunger.  As the ant roams, it comes in contact with other types of ants in other colonies, and the fungus spreads.  The fungus is highly contagious for up to twenty days.  What you witnessed was the culmination of the fungus spreading rapidly through a jungle dense with ants.  The Citizens were nearly wiped out over a million years ago during a zombie ant march.  They’ve never forgotten.
Par trembled.  “Neither will I.  Today’s attack has the makings of nightmares.”
Rul put his arm around Par and gave her a reassuring hug.
Thank you for the explanation, Stam.  Malick scanned his group and gave them a half-hearted smile.  “Let’s hope we never see a zombie ant again.”  Despite the harrowing day, everyone showed eager expressions.  “We'll proceed as before through the wind.  Remember, stay close and yell if there’s even the slightest problem.  Let’s go.”
Hand in hand they formed a chain, and trudged into the blistering sandstorm.
It wasn’t long before the winds were whipping their clothing, and soon after the sand began biting into their faces.  The sky and landscape around them darkened under the endless siege of blowing sand.  Lightning bolts of static electricity surged through the sky, and each step became treacherous under the horrific onslaught.
Malick, we must adjust our course four trunks to the south.
It was Creeper.  How do you know that?
We have sensor organelles specifically designed to track the quantum energy flux lines emitted by the Ancients’ structures.
Very good, thank you. 
With all that had been going on, Malick never fully appreciated his ability to communicate telepathically until now.  It was as if their exchanges were taking place in a soundproof room, and he and the Helpers were casually conversing instead of walking through a hurricane-force sandstorm. 
Heeding Creeper’s advice, Malick began taking two steps to the right for every ten steps forward until he’d adjusted their direction. 
Just when Malick thought they had somehow missed the dome, he noticed a vague arched structure dancing in and out of the horizon in front of them.  Moments later, he was pulling Par through its entrance.  Soon after that, Kitty, the Redulins, and the Helpers trooped in behind them.  Kitty shook sand from her fur as Malick checked on each crewman.
Nep turned a grateful expression on the Oberyns.  “We Imps would've blown away a mile ago if you hadn’t anchored us.”
“And we would've blown away, too, if we hadn’t held onto the Captain,” Jett said brushing sand from his clothes.
“You make me sound like a giant lead weight,” Malick quipped.
“No, more like a heavy anchor,” Jukk deadpanned.  “I mean that in a good way.”
Malick answered Jukk with a smirk.  While the group continued to jest, they removed sand as discreetly as possible from places it should never be.
“I don’t know why we’re doing this.  We’re just going to get covered with sand again on the journey back to the cruiser,” Aria reminded them.
Malick chuckled at the truth of her words as he passed through the invisible field on his way into the obelisk.  He waited for the others to gather around him. 
“After we transfer domes, we'll gather near the entrance and eat lunch before proceeding.”  Stam and Creeper, when I activate the dome, there will be a brilliant green light.  Please don’t be alarmed.
We’re ready, Malick.
Malick inserted his medallion into the emerald obelisk.  The familiar green flash alerted him that the transference had been successful.  He made his way toward the entrance, lowered his pack and himself to the ground, and began rummaging for something to eat.
Lumina, seated beside him, brandished her medallion.  “Oh, I left my pack in the other dome.  I’ll go get it.”  She stretched to her feet.  “I’ll not be a minute.”
Malick grinned up at her.  “And we’ll be right here stuffing our faces when you get back.”
Kitty pranced over to walk alongside Lumina as they  passed through the interior field.
Kitty where are you going?
Kitty love Silver eyes.  Kitty protect. 
Malick smiled at Kitty’s sentimentality, then turned his attention to Jukk’s monologue over the virtues of a colder climate.
By the time Malick had finished his lunch, Jukk’s monologue had given way to the Imps’ soliloquy on the benefits of a hot, damp climate.  He hadn’t really paid attention, preferring instead to lose himself in his own contemplations, until a strange foreboding yanked him back into the present. 
“Wait a minute!  How long has it been?  Lumina and Kitty aren’t back yet!”
“It has been fourteen minutes since Lumina and Kitty left,” Ram stated point-blank.
Scrambling to his feet, Malick dashed over near the interior field in a panic.  “I’m going to look for them—alone.   If I don’t return in an hour, then…”
He stopped, suddenly aware that his thoughts were not thoughts at all, just incoherent fragments of gibberish defying his normal logic while jumping all over the place.  He tried to grab a hold of them, to make something sensible out of them, but the harder he tried, the more elusive they became.   That’s when he realized he was confused, which in itself was—well, confusing.
Malick ran to the obelisk.  He looked in all directions, making sure he was alone within the transfer area, then inserted his medallion into the obelisk.
He quickly scanned the other dome, but saw no one.  Malick’s eyes fell on Lumina’s pack near the entrance.  She would've never left the dome without her pack or without leaving a message.  He searched the sand for any sign or message, but saw nothing other than the footprints of his team.  In fact, looking in the infrared and analyzing the residual heat of the prints revealed Lumina and Kitty had never returned here.  Retrieving her pack, he dashed back to the obelisk.  Once again, he scanned the dome before activating the obelisk.
His heart sank when he discovered Lumina and Kitty hadn’t returned.  Malick held up her pack for the others to see.  “They never returned to the Emerald Acotylite Dome.  They're gone.”
As an unfamiliar numbness took hold of him, he never felt the pack slip from his grasp and fall soundlessly onto the sand. 




CHAPTER 25:  Questions
A person can't understand the full extent of the meaning of a word until they have experienced the set of circumstances that surround the reason the word was created. That is why Malick only knew the proper definition of the words confusion, uncertainty, and indecision.  His mind had never known disorder. 
“Captain.” 
His mind had never been in such a state of panic.  Malick had experienced extreme urgency, but never panic. 
“Captain.”  Slap. 
Indecision was a mind killer Malick had never allowed, and yet now it alarmed him how quickly it had seeped into his thoughts.  However, there was a word he was intimately familiar with, one that had visited every cell in his body and was now returning home—despair. 
“Captain.”  Slap.
Malick plucked the hand from the air.  He was staring at—Aria?
“Why are you hitting me?”
“You’re in shock.”  Reaching up, she cradled his face between her hands.  “Listen to me.”
“I am.”
“No.  I mean really hear the words I’m about to say.  Look into my eyes and see the feelings I have for you written there.”
Malick stared into her face, a face as soft as clover on a summer day with eyes that held the warmth of the sun.
“I care for you greatly. We all do.  I need you to think about this question, and answer truthfully.  Have you ever been in love before?”
“I loved my parents.  I love each of you.”  He regarded each of his crew before returning his gaze to Aria.  “As friends and as comrades.  In some ways, even as family.”
“That’s not what I asked you.  I know it must’ve been difficult for you, being different your entire life.  I’d be willing to bet no female ever bothered to see the real you, they saw only your smooth head.  Before you met Lumina, were you ever in
love?”
In a voice almost too faint to hear, Malick replied.  “No.”
“I thought not.  I’ve known you for a long time, and ever since you saw Lumina on that alien vessel, you have gradually changed.  You’ve softened, in a good way.  But now your love for her is interfering with your logic.  We need the Malick I’ve always known—cold and decisive.  We need your mind sharp if we're to find them.  Is that clear?”
Her meaning pierced his soul like a searing ice pick.  It was far too easy to return to that instantiation of himself.  “Crystal.” 
Malick’s steely glare seized their attention.  “We have surmised Sworld is divided into eight quadrants with a perpetual impassable hurricane encircling each quadrant.  Within each quadrant there are three domes, probably located near the center of each Vorline, that function as transport sites to the adjoining quadrant.  We're currently in the Emerald Bird Dome.  We were just in the Emerald Acotylite Dome.”  Malick held up his medallion.  “The One—also known to the other inhabitants as the Voice or the Ancients—provided us with these medallions as a key to activate the transport mechanism.  For some reason, only we have been provided access to the medallions inside the two temples.  When I place my medallion within the obelisk, a brilliant green flash occurs, and everything within the domes’ quantum spaces exchanged.  Does anyone dispute my statements?”  He itemized and sent.
There was absolute quiet and an undercurrent of apprehension that he didn't have time for.  “Did anyone watch Lumina use the transport mechanism?”
His friends exchanged furtive glances, which quickly gave way to downcast faces staring into the sand at their feet.
Malick softened his voice.  “Like you, I too averted my gaze to keep from becoming momentarily blinded.  We have nothing to be ashamed of.  So, no one noticed anything different about the transport mechanism?”  He appealed to the Redulins.  “Please analyze the differences between my usage of the transport mechanism and that of Lumina’s.”
While Malick waited, he took the time to glance at each member of his group and give them a sign he wasn’t upset with any of them.  He wouldn’t allow worthless feelings to cloud his judgment.
“We have no differences to report,” Ram said morbidly.
“I’ll say this only one more time.  None of us is responsible for what has happened.  However, all of us are responsible for what will happen next, so help me think.  Why was Lumina not transported to the Emerald Acotylite Dome?”
Bit began to shake; moments later, his legs gave way, and his hands fell onto the sand.  Byte’s legs also collapsed.
Malick approached the small Redulins and knelt before them, placing a hand on each of their shoulders.  “Bit, their disappearance isn't your fault.  I'm not mad at you.  Please tell me what you're thinking.”  He could feel them trembling underneath his hands.
“We love Kitty.  We love Lumina too.  Please tell us they’ll come back.  You must make them come back.”  Bit cried.
“Maybe Stam knows where they went,” Byte whimpered.
Malick’s face lit up.  “That's a wonderful suggestion, thank you.”  He sought out Stam, repeating the exchange aloud.  Stam, do you know which of us is Lumina?
Yes.  She is the one who left with Kitty.  Correct?
Yes, Stam.  Do you know where they went?
No.  Your remarks about this planet are new to us.  We weren’t aware there was more to this planet than where we lived.  We feel the word ‘excitement’.
Masking his disappointment, he persevered.  Stam, did you watch me operate the transport mechanism?  Did you also watch Lumina do the same?
Yes.  I prepared my sensors as you instructed.
Please compare the two operations for discrepancies. 
One moment while I confer with Creeper.
The only difference Malick could discern was it had been Lumina, not himself, who had instigated the operation.  Perhaps the obelisk factored in the physical characteristics of the operator—then it struck him.
Malick, Creeper and I have uncovered two anomalies in the operation of the quantum transport mechanism.  Neither of the anomalies caused a change in the quantum flux density observed during transportation.  The first anomaly was …
The stone within Lumina’s bird medallion is sapphire, and mine is an emerald, he interrupted absentmindedly.
Precisely.  The second anomaly lies within the color spectrum produced by the obelisk.  When you used your medallion, the color spectrum was 100% green.  When Lumina used her medallion, it was 98% green and 2% blue.  Do you think that made a difference in their destination?
Grabbing up his emerald-eyed medallion, Malick stared at it, and then groped for the ruby-eyed one Daxx wore around his neck.  Holding them side-by-side, he compared the two amulets.  He was both elated and sickened with his conclusion, but clung to his earlier resolve to keep his emotions in check. 
“I know where they are.  They’ve been transported to the Sapphire Bird Dome,” he uttered in a controlled voice.
Everyone sat in stunned silence as the reality of the situation sank in.
To Malick’s surprise, it was Jukk who responded.  “But Captain, that means if she uses her medallion to try to get back here, she will be transported to the quadrant on the other side of that other Vorline, right?”
“Exactly.”




CHAPTER 26:  New Body
Kel held his sapphire Acotylite medallion before him.  “If I place this medallion in the emerald pillar, I’ll be transported to the Sapphire Acotylite Dome, correct?”
“Yes,” Malick answered.
“And the only way I could get back to the Emerald Bird Dome we're currently in would be to traverse thousands of miles of rainforest, and then wait until either you or Nep appear in the Emerald Acotylite Dome to transport me back here.”
“Yes.”
“Then we need to do a better job of maintaining a highly ordered exploratory unit when using any dome,” Daxx stated.
“Yes.  Suggestions for our immediate future?”
Jukk raised his hand.  “Captain, we should return to the landing site posthaste.  Once there, the Helpers and Redulins can retrofit Violet onto cruiser 2 and install voice coils in Stam.  Since we ran into a continuous range of mountains to the east of the Colossal forest, I suggest we take Violet to the ocean near the Gliders. Then we can proceed along the coastline until we near the eastern Vorline of the bird quadrant.  If the ocean doesn’t extend that far, then we improvise until we find the eastern Vorline.”
Aria raised her hand.  “I agree with Jukk, except for the Helpers.  Retrofitting cruiser 2 and installing the voice coils takes time.  Time we may not have.  Remember, Lumina doesn’t have her pack.  She has no food or water.”
Malick waited for other inputs, but none came to light.  “Normally, I would agree with Aria.  However, there’s something I haven’t told you.  Stam and Creeper are equipped with sensors that allow them to locate each of the Ancients’ temples and domes.  Since Lumina has the sapphire bird medallion, we have no way of knowing exactly where the Sapphire Bird Dome is located.  Even if we assume it's due east of this dome, our search could be off by several miles.  It was hard enough to find this dome, and we were only off by several hundred feet.”  Malick saw consent on the faces of his team.  “Ram, give me your best estimate for completing the tasks Jukk laid out if you had everyone at your disposal?”
“Two to five days.”
“You have three days.”  Malick reached down and picked up his pack.  “We leave in five minutes, same alignment as before.  Stay vigilant and call out if there is a problem.”  His rigid pose softened slightly.  “I couldn't ask for a better team.  Thank you.”  He set his gaze on Aria.  “I wish to thank you, especially for what you did earlier.  It couldn't have been easy.”
The first step outside the dome was like a hot, gritty slap in the face.  Malick squinted his eyes and led his team onward.  The return to the anchored cruiser took far less time than he had remembered from the first venture into the sandy hurricane, although any trip to a known, peaceful place always seems shorter than a trip into unknown peril.  The cruiser hadn’t moved since Pixel anchored it at the start of the last venture.  The hard-packed mud around the vehicle showed no signs animals or even birds had visited.  Malick helped Nep aboard, and after the last of his crew had boarded, told Ram and Pixel to take the fastest route back to the landing site.
Malick played the scenario of Lumina’s disappearance over and over in his mind coming up with hundreds of different ways he should’ve prevented this catastrophe. He knew all too well that self-doubt was futile.  He had learned a valuable lesson from this most-recent mishap, and that was enough.  Past events were to learn from, not to dwell on.  Calming his mind for the moment, he shifted his attention to the lake they were crossing.  It was midday; the sky was dull red, and his mood was deepening into self-loathing.  He fished lunch from his pack and ate a tasteless meal.
The day wore on, but Malick couldn't shake the multitude of useless thoughts clouding his mind.  Did he make the correct assumption concerning the operation of Sworld’s domes?  In fact, he had no proof there were any other domes anywhere on Sworld. 
Stop it!  He screamed to himself.  These are the thoughts of a lazy, self-absorbed mind.  Malick had always loathed psychiatry, the study of the mind.  All those studies had led to were drugs to incapacitate people and ridiculous labeling systems.  Small minds used psychiatry to validate their inwardly pointing thought processes and to blame someone else for remaining shackled to the past.  His mind was not lazy, nor would he allow it to be constantly turned inward. 
They were racing over the lake now, still far enough away from land that no birds were present.  Blue was etching its way into the emerald sky.  Malick turned his eye to the others, seated in the center of the cruiser.  They were quiet, absorbed in their own mental reruns.  Nep was holding onto Kel, her long hair flowing and twisting in the wind.  Her hair was beautiful, resembling Lumina’s, but in a reverse negative.  Nep’s hair was stark white and straight, while Lumina’s hair was the deepest black of night with the perfect amount of curl.  Nep’s hair had no proteins containing sulfur, and Lumina’s hair had just enough to create long sweeping curls.  As the three-dimensional interaction of proteins in DNA had led him to his initial discovery of how to splice DNA strands from different species into a coherent and functioning helix, the three-dimensional interaction of sulfur containing proteins in hair yielded the beautifully straight flowing hair of Nep’s and the luxuriously sweeping mane of Lumina.  Now his mind was functioning properly.
For the rest of that night and into the next day, Ram and Pixel traded off driving duties, while Malick conversed with Stam and Creeper. He briefed them on the Oberyn and Acotylite technologies necessary to retrofit cruiser 2 with Violet and give the Helpers hearing and speech abilities via air-pressure waves.  The rest of the team conversed softly in hushed tones, respecting his focused behavior.
Upon returning to the plateau in the middle of the grass ocean, Malick celebrated their homecoming with the rest of his crew.  The celebration was brief to say the least, before he was itching to start the tasks at hand.  He reiterated the salient technology points required for Stam’s voice coil to Jett, Mata, Iker, Daxx, Bit, and Byte and left Stam in their capable hands.  He gathered Aria, Nena, and the rest of the Redulins along with Creeper to give Violet a new body.
Chip and Crystal kept both teams fed, and assigned sleeping hours to avoid mistakes caused by fatigue.  They also kept everyone’s emotions in check by playing the role of loving grandparents to the two highly stressed technical squads.  The Redulins, Helpers, and Malick worked around the clock, and both teams progressed quickly.
Near the end of the second day, Malick’s dexterity had started to suffer from exhaustion when he heard a foreign voice.
“Malick, you made two mistakes while I was observing you.  Please leave and take a nap,” Stam said smoothly.  “I’ll take over for Creeper while he gets new ears and a voice.  By the way, how do I sound?” 
“You sound debonair and aristocratic.  I hear Bit and Byte enjoying themselves in your speech.”  Malick swiftly rebuked himself for his insensitivity.  “But I like it.  It's wonderful to hear your new voice.”
“I’ve absorbed all the computer files in the Pods.  I now comprehend not only your word choice, but also a great deal more about the universe than I ever thought existed.  Thank you for including us in your crew.  Now go take a nap.”
“Once you study the files, you will see that the Captain is in charge of his crew and their tasks.  So I’ll rest when I feel it's appropriate.  Do you understand?”
“Yes.  Technically, a crewman may relieve the Captain of his duties if the Captain’s actions or negligence could result in undue harm to his ship or his crew.  Your fatigue is going to cost us vital time due to the mistakes you're making.  Therefore, I’m relieving you of your duties, Captain.”
Before he could speak, Chip lowered his hand next to Malick.  “Captain, what the new crewman is saying is:  please allow a fresh pair of eyes and hands to relieve you.  Permit me to help you up.  You will be awakened in two hours, I promise.”
“Am I in error?”  Stam asked with distress.  “Daxx hinted you might disagree.”
“I see. First the small Redulins and now Daxx.”  Using Chip’s hand, Malick rose from the cruiser’s floor.  Looking beyond Stam’s segments, Malick saw Daxx, Jukk, and Redd joking over their remarks, which had goaded the metal centipede into action and spawned his own testy reactions.  “Wake me in two hours.”
Tap, tap.  Malick scratched his shoulder and rolled over.  Tap, tap.  He opened his eyes to see Creeper observing him.  Has it been two hours?
“Yes.  I’m now able to communicate via sound waves.  Is this acceptable?”
Creeper’s voice was smooth and clear, and sounded like Stam’s younger aristocratic brother. 
“Very nice and easily understandable.  Do you like it?”
“The Citizens never asked for my opinion.  I feel the word ‘anxious’.  Yes, it’s enjoyable to converse in this fashion.”
“How were you able to be equipped so fast?”
“Once the other crewmen acquainted themselves with the Citizens’ technology, and after Stam gave me your files, the execution occurred rapidly.  Bit and Byte are extremely capable.  Stam, Violet, and I now understand the design behind the Redulins.  They're most fascinating!”
“You're no longer Helpers.  You are Creeper, Stam, and Violet.  You're part of my crew and a valued member of our team.  How is Violet’s retrofit coming?”
“She is ready and eager to chatter with you.”
“Excellent.  Look up the meaning of chatter, and you’ll find no one in this group talks in that fashion.  I made sure of that.”  Malick stood and stretched.  “Let’s go see what Violet sounds like.”
Malick exited his portable quarters to a darkening cobalt sky and saw two rows of crewmen standing at military rest, leading to a hovering Violet.  Violet’s essence was controlling the craft, which was now equipped with the exclusion field.  As he passed between his crewmen, he saw the gravity of the situation portrayed in their faces as well as the pride they took in their ability to incorporate alien technology so rapidly.  Looking aboard Violet, Malick glimpsed a full complement of supplies and ten crewmen—Bit, Byte, Gal, Pal, Jukk, Wren, Redd, Trell, Stam, rolled up in the corner, and Zuri.  Zuri’s presence surprised him.  Malick jumped aboard, followed by Creeper, who immediately rolled up next to Stam.
“I see the look on your face.”  Zuri stared directly into his eyes.  “I’m here in case Lumina or Kitty is injured beyond your capabilities, or in need of transfusions.  If you’ll remember, I’m an accomplished mountain climber.”
“You're also a valued member of this team.  My expression was not one of doubt, merely surprise.  I welcome your presence and expertise.”  Turning to face the others, Malick raised his voice.  “I'm proud to be your Captain.  Your devotion and understanding in this time of crisis is more than I could’ve asked.  Thank you all.  We'll return with Lumina and Kitty as quickly as possible.  Nothing will dissuade us from the task at hand.”  Malick turned his attention to his expeditionary group.  “Nothing.”  He walked to the front of cruiser 2, which was now Violet.  “Redd, are we fully equipped and ready?”
“Yes, Captain.”
“Violet, can you hear me?”
“Should I not be able to?  Do you sometimes turn off the detection of air-pressure waves in this new way of hearing?”
Violet sounded like a middle-aged woman of royal birth.  Wonderful, he thought sarcastically, as Redd and Jukk sniggered.  “Violet, leave your hearing on at all times.  Please.  I like your new voice,” he lied.  “Do you know how to drive your new body?”
“Yes, but Gal promised to aid me throughout the trip, so I may become proficient.  You were correct, this body has much greater freedom of movement.  Thank you, Malick.”
“You're welcome.  Do you know where we're going?”
“I should hope so.  I wouldn’t be a very good Helper if I didn’t.”
He looked to Gal.
Gal nodded her head in the affirmative.
“Violet, take us where we need to go as fast as you can.”
“Yes, Malick.”
Malick inched next to Gal.  “I’ll leave Violet in your hands.  Please don’t kill any Flyers or Gliders along the way,” he whispered.
“Was I not supposed to hear that?”  Violet snorted.




CHAPTER 27:  Wonders
His team of agile explorers raced above the treetops, moving headlong into a clement storm, which was common in the bird quadrant.
Malick, may we converse in this manner?
Yes, Violet.
Triday is upon us.  Should I raise the exclusion field?
Malick raised his arms and brought his hands together, repeating the actions several times.  His crew gathered toward the interior of Violet.
Yes, raise the field.
Hearing is much different from listening.  Hearing includes a myriad of unnecessary noises.  Conversing in this manner is much more efficient.
That's true, but hearing allows you to detect events happening around you, which allows you to anticipate the actions of other people or creatures and then act accordingly.  Many times you can hear problems before you see them, so you're not simply reacting to events, but being proactive.
So instead of filtering out the noises and listening only for words, I must learn to understand what the noises mean.  Is this correct?
Yes.
I see similarities between the way you communicate and the way the Citizens communicate.  When more than one person is talking in this new manner, numerous communications bombard you at once, even if you aren’t listening to the background noise.  Talking with sound isn't as private as telepathic communication.
That's also true, Violet.  I believe it won’t take you very long to learn the difference between general background noise and noise associated with coming events.  Listen to the approaching storm as we pass through it.  The sounds will seem very mild compared to your past experiences with Triday.  Please share our conversation with Stam and Creeper.
With the exclusion field raised, Violet’s platform was now still and quiet.
“Redd, may I assume it was you who picked the team?”  Malick asked.
“Yes, Captain.”
“Your crew selection was excellent.”  Acknowledging the rest of his crew, “I know we’ve all worked hard over the past few days.  Sleep now, so we'll be ready for the path ahead of us.”
“Captain.”  Gal said gently.
“Yes, is there a problem?”  He yawned cavernously.
“No problem.  Do you wish to speak with the Gliders?  We'll be near their caves shortly.”
“No, I don’t think so.  They never gave us any indication they possess knowledge of the One.  They would also never venture close to a Vorline due to the heavy winds.  I don’t believe they have any useful knowledge that will help us find Lumina and Kitty.  Continue east along the coast at full speed.  Wake everyone in two hours for a morning break and a walk along the beach.”
Malick felt a light breeze brush his cheek as he opened his eyes to an emerald sky.  He stretched lazily to his feet.  “We'll leave in fifteen.”
The vast beach spilled into the distance.  To the south Malick beheld the ocean, and to the north, the gradually rising sand transitioned to a lazy and dispersed forest.  The teal waters of the ocean lapped gently against his exposed feet.  Will I ever be allowed to enjoy the grandeur of this world?  No, he sighed, because that wasn’t the correct question.  Will I ever allow myself to enjoy the grandeur of any world?  Someday I must.
“Time to leave,” Malick shouted.
The beach sped by beneath them as Malick observed numerous creatures flying over, scampering across, and digging into the moist sand in search of food. 
One moment it felt as if time was standing still, and in the next, the blue of night was bleeding into the afternoon sky.  Malick brought his team together in the center of Violet and asked for the exclusion field to be raised.
“Redd, please tell me of your trip to the Isle of Wind.”
“Certainly, Captain.  We found the island roughly 400 miles southeast of the Gliders’ cliff dwellings.  They named the island appropriately.  The winds were steady at twenty miles an hour, and the temperature was as hot or hotter than the jungle you traversed.  Zul must’ve felt at home, because as soon as we landed on the beach, she disappeared into the island’s jungle.  We never saw her again.
“The island is quite large and contains two mountains rising over 5,000 feet.  It's shaped like a dumbbell with a mountain at each end.  It seemed like a standard tropical island—hot, windy, and rainy.  The island didn't adhere to your new term Triday, because it rained five times during the three days we stayed.  We could see the dark southern Vorline in the distance, stretching across the horizon.  Doing as you instructed, we ventured toward the Vorline, but we quickly abandoned the effort as we were blown downwind faster than we were approaching the Vorline.  That was the end of our exploration.  Basically, casual observation of the Isle of Wind revealed nothing unusual.”
“Did you climb the mountains or explore them to any extent?”
“I saw no reason to at the time.”
“At the very least, Zul is happy.”  Malick regarded his crew’s expectant faces.  “Violet, we'll make a quick stop before nightfall.  By my gross estimations, we're still one day’s travel to the eastern Vorline.” 
The cobalt sky reflected off the ocean’s waves, making them an even darker shade of blue.  Someday they would have to devise a way to explore Sworld’s oceans.  For now, the shorelines were interesting enough.  This particular stretch of beach was devoid of creatures at the moment, and he let the sound of the crashing waves ease some of the tension in his aching muscles.
They were still racing across the languid beach as the cobalt in the sky deepened to indigo.
None of his crew slept well by his estimation; they either wrestled in their sleep or were fidgety.  Malick knew this because his dreams were plagued with non-answerable questions and mazes that never led to Lumina or Kitty.  To avoid the pain, he chose to stay awake.  As Malick continued to watch over them, he called for Lumina with his mind as hard as he could. 
She didn't answer.
The next day passed dreadfully slow for Malick.  Sworld’s beach remained pristine as they streamed headlong toward the eastern Vorline.  It wasn’t until azure replaced the majority of jade in the sky that he saw explosions of light in the distant east.  “Lightning to the east.”
“I don’t see anything,” Jukk said, squinting his eyes.  “Maybe it’s just the wind blurring my vision.”
“Captain, only you can see that far ahead.  Why is that?”  Zuri’s response was more of a statement than a question.
“I saw a brilliant flash, nothing more,” Malick said, spurning further discussion.  “Stam, can you sense the Sapphire Bird Dome from this distance?”
“Yes, Malick.”
“Then coordinate with Violet and choose the appropriate route.”
“By appropriate, you mean the fastest route for you to traverse?”  Violet asked.
“Correct.”
“Do Gal or Pal have long-range radar sight?” Violet asked.
“Mine is the most powerful,” Gal answered.
“Marvelous, please look to the northeast.  I see a high mountain range extending northward, and what appears to be a broad river flowing from a crevasse in those same mountains.  Do you concur?”
“Analyzing.”  Gal exchanged glances with the other Redulins.  “Yes, I concur.  The cleft from which the river flows is wide enough to allow you entrance.”
“Oh my, that’s what I thought.  How wonderful!”  Violet exclaimed.  “Malick, since I require water to regulate my elevation, I propose following that river upstream into the mountains.”
“Stam, can you estimate the distance to the Sapphire Bird Dome?”  Malick asked.
“One hundred twenty-four of your miles.”
“Then I see no other choice.  Proceed, Violet.”
“I wouldn’t worry, Captain,” Redd added.  “Lumina has already proven to be an accomplished explorer.  She’ll be able to find water.  It has only been six days.”
“Plus,” Jukk chimed in,  “She has the greatest hunting animal to ever walk this planet by her side.  If there is food to be had, Kitty will find it.”
“Thank you both,” Malick said, dropping his hand on Redd’s shoulder.  “Violet, can you time-gate your sight to negate the radar backscatter?  In other words, will you be able to see in the narrow rocky gorge?”
“Why, of course.  I’ll have no problem seeing.  Will your vision of light be impaired?”
“Yes.  The amount of light filtering to the bottom of the crevasse is probably negligible.  I’d be surprised if we saw anything.”
“Then the Citizens’ vision is superior to yours?”
“You’ve downloaded our files, so you know there are many different spectrums in which plants, insects, and other animals see.  Each spectrum has its positives and negatives.  When we enter the chasm, your spectrum will demonstrate one of its positives, and our spectrum a negative.”
“Will you tell me the next time your vision is superior to mine?”
“Yes.”
“Please tell everyone caution is advised.  I’ll be turning upriver soon.”
“They can hear you, remember?”
“Oh my, talking in this manner will take some getting used to.”
The river flowing from the gape in the mountains was wide, deep, and glassy.  Its surface mirrored the deep blue sky as it flowed progressively toward the calmly awaiting ocean.  Violet slowed to a quick but manageable speed as they entered the mouth of the gorge.  The vertical walls on either side grew rapidly as the light from the evening sky steadily disappeared.  Malick switched to infrared and saw the obvious:  the calm waters were definitely colder than the sheer rock walls.  The view forward also revealed what he feared:  the humidity was so high he couldn't see more than a few hundred feet into the ebony vale.
“I didn’t think it would be this dark.  Good thing the new robots have radar vision,” Redd said in a nervous timbre.
“We aren’t robots.  I’m Violet, and they’re Stam and Creeper.  I’m not the only one who needs to remember that all can hear when using air-pressure waves.”
Jukk’s burst of laughter echoed through the deep chasm.  The group fell silent as they listened to the laughter fade into the distance.  Malick stopped trying to pierce the gloom that lay ahead; instead, he closed his eyes and listened to the soft hum of the micro-motors propelling Violet ever onward.
Hours slipped by unnoticed.
Malick opened his eyes.  “Do you hear the rumbling in the distance?”
There was no reply, until Zuri finally answered.  “Captain, only you can hear a sound that faint.  Why is that?”  Again, her response was more of a statement than a question.
Malick disregarded her discreet innuendo before addressing Gal.  “Gal, how far ahead can you see?”
“Less than a thousand feet.  The canyon is becoming more serpentine the farther in we travel.”
Malick let his gaze drift to the river below, while he concentrated on the swelling sound in the distance.  His eyes widened with delight at one of the most mysteriously beautiful sites he had ever seen.  “Prepare to be mesmerized.  Look into the river!”
In the depths of the river, ribbons of brilliant white snaked through crystal blue waters.  Flowing, then undulating, and sometimes swirling, the ribbons swayed in the swift currents, as if translucent glowing eels hundreds of feet in length frolicked in the river beneath them.
“What are those?”  Zuri asked.
“Well, I can tell you what they're not,” Wren replied.  “They're not giant fish.  Or even a swarm of bantam fish.  It appears the river’s current is completely responsible for the movements we're seeing.”
“Magic?”  Trell muttered.
“There’s no such thing as magic, only tricks,” Malick said critically.  “No, it's nature’s version of a light show.  The waters are too cold and dark for that phenomenon to be luminous plankton.  It must be either luminous nekton or a luminous compound.”
“What?”  Jukk asked, looking baffled.
“Nekton are minute aquatic creatures.  If those are indeed nekton, then they're emitting light in much the same way as the insects inhabiting the Great Swamp.  If it's a compound, then we're seeing a concentrated flow gradually dispersing as it travels downstream,” Malick explained.  “Violet, this is an example of when our vision demonstrates a positive and yours a negative.  Please ask Stam to record his vision of these luminous waters, so you and Creeper may enjoy it later.”
“Captain, I can hear the rumbling clearly now.  We're approaching a waterfall!”  Trell exclaimed.
As Violet rounded the next corner, they were assailed with an onslaught of rolling waves of mist.
“Violet, raise the exclusion field,” Malick ordered.  With the field in place, he wiped dew from his face.
“Well, it didn’t take long to get soaked,” Redd grumbled.
“Gal, work with Violet to make sure we stay safely above the river’s surface,” Malick instructed.
“Yes, Captain.  From what I’m observing, multiple minor waterfalls spilling into the crevasse from both sides are showering us with spray.  I’ll alert you when we have cleared the tributaries’ spill zone.”
They continued winding their way through the narrow gorge.  The sounds of water bouncing off the exclusion field came and went.  Sometimes the whispers of the waterfalls were as soft as a gentle breeze.  At other times, Malick wondered if the field could withstand the torrent of pounding water on its way to the river and, ultimately, the ocean.  As time stretched on, he became impatient.  “Violet, tell me what you see.”
“The number of tributaries emptying into the gorge is progressively decreasing.  I've been increasing my elevation steadily for the last hour.  The gorge is becoming narrower, and the river shallower.  I’ll have to—oh my!”  Violet paused.  “Malick, it’s safe to lower the exclusion field, plus we’ve reached the end of the gorge.  I require your advice before continuing on our journey.”
The exclusion field receded, and a cool breeze laden with heavy mist emanating a soft-white glow enveloped them.  Not far ahead, the sheer walls of the gorge ended in the most unbelievable sight he had observed thus far.
“How does Sworld do it?  One eye-popping happening after another.”  Malick’s voice was soft, yet carried through the glowing dew floating about them.
A glimmering-white waterfall, beginning thousands of feet above them, drifted down to the floor of the gorge before exploding into the tumultuous headwaters of the eerily radiant, milky river.  The walls of the ebony gorge were aglow from the reflections off the river and the mist clinging to them.  Malick raised his arms and basked in the light and the cool waters clinging to his skin.
“Captain, now we're all bright,” Jukk joked.
Malick looked at his bare arms, then at his comrades as the glowing waters infiltrated every inch of their skin, hair, and clothing.
“Captain, should we be standing here absorbing this compound?”  Zuri questioned.
Malick wiped mist from his brow.  “Pal, what can you tell us about this luminous compound?”
“Like Wren said, I can tell you what it isn't.  It isn’t radioactive or corrosive, and it hasn’t harmed the aquatic wildlife within the river.  I’ll collect a sample for further analysis.”
“Thank you, Pal.”  Malick took one last view at the breathtaking vista.  “You're correct, Zuri.  No need to take chances.  Violet, raise the exclusion field and take us to the top of the waterfall.”
Violet came to a stop, and the exclusion field dropped away.
“You’re right, Captain.  The wonders never cease,” Zuri whispered.
They were hovering above the edge of the waterfall located at the end of a long, luminous, oval-shaped lake.  The lake was on the eastern edge of a bowl-shaped valley bordering bare, rocky, mountainous terrain on all sides.  The valley was easily ten miles across, and the only place that led anywhere but up was where they were now situated.  Silvery threads of water cascaded from the mountainside into a valley exploding with grass and enormous trees.  Every blade of grass and each leaf on the multitude of trees radiated with a soft greenish-white luminosity.  This isolated sanctuary was a bustle of activity as variegated lustrous insects danced through the air.  The valley was alive with motion.  A frenzy of insects skimmed lightly above the placid waters of the lake, whizzed between tree branches, and meandered lazily above the grasses.  Contrasted with the dark cobalt sky and the even darker mountainous landscape, the glowing waters, plants, and insects made the scene feel enchanted.
“Look at all the insects.”  Redd’s awestruck voice carried near and far across the lake.
Some of the energetic insects stopped in mid-flight, then climbed skyward before darting away to the far end of the valley and disappearing into the trees.
“I don’t think those were insects,” Jukk said ominously.




CHAPTER 28:  Wafts
“Malick, if I may interrupt?”  Stam interjected excitedly.  “Creeper and I located a structure nearby we believe the Ancients built.”
Flashes of lightning danced on the horizon miles away. 
“The eastern Vorline is still quite distant from here, and I saw nothing resembling a dome in this valley.  Stam, where is the structure situated?”
“Near that waterfall emptying into the lake at the opposite end.”
Overwhelmed by the scenic grandeur, Malick hadn’t even noticed the small river gushing from a hole in the mountain and plunging down a cliff into the lake below.  Like all the water in this mysterious valley, it emitted a brilliant-white glow.  Then, something else occurred to him.  “I've been so caught up in the spectacle, I never stopped to consider Lumina and Kitty may have traversed the distance from the Vorline and are actually quite near.  Violet, take us to the other end of the lake, while I try to communicate with Kitty and Lumina.”
Malick closed his eyes and pushed hard.  Kitty, can you hear me?
Parent?  Kitty here.  Where Parent?
We're in a circular valley, deep in the mountains.  There is a lake on the eastern edge, and all of the waters in the area glow white.  Have you seen the valley I described?
Kitty here.  Kitty behind falling milk.  Parent come.
Is Lumina with you?
No.  Silver eyes gone.  Fly people take Silver eyes.  Kitty afraid for Silver eyes, so Kitty not attack Fly people.  Parent say Fly people death, like monsters.
Monsters?  Then Malick remembered Kitty’s name for the Guardians.  I told you the ‘fly people’ were poisonous?
Kitty remembers.  Kitty with colorful ones in little building, top mountain.  Kitty remembers.
The Wafts?  The little statue of a winged creature we saw in the crypt of the Temple?
Kitty remembers.  Fly people have many teeth.  Fly people not hurt Silver eyes.  Fly people talk.  Kitty not answer.  Kitty hide.  Wait for Parent.  Fly people take Silver eyes.
Stay where you are.  I’ll come to you.  You were smart not to attack the Wafts.
Malick used hand signals to bring his crewmen together.
“Quiet,” Malick whispered, putting a finger to his lips for emphasis.  “I just spoke with Kitty.  Those insects did indeed hear Redd, because they're in fact Wafts.  I’ll explain further once we get close to the waterfall.”  He sent his message to Violet, Stam, and Creeper as well.
Lumina, can you hear me?
Malick, are you in the valley?
Yes.  We're skimming the lake on our way to the northern end.  Have the Wafts harmed you?
No, but listen carefully.  On the backside of the waterfall is the equivalent of what we have called the Sapphire Bird Dome.  Kitty will be waiting there.  Keep everyone behind the waterfall until midmorning.  The Wafts are lethargic during the day.  They have just seen you and are agitated.  I’ll spend the next few hours calming them down.  Only you and Kitty should emerge from behind the waterfall when I call.  If all goes well, the rest of our group may follow shortly.  The Wafts communicate telepathically, but only for short distances.  They will think you're the King.  Play along.  I’ll explain everything later.  Just know I'm unharmed, and the Wafts treat me as if I'm their Queen.  I must talk to them now.  I’ll see you soon, beloved.
Malick swelled with joy.  His mind shed its self-recriminations, his senses blossomed, and Sworld once again took on its previous luster.  The waters of the lake now glistened, and the numerous, bright-glowing streams cascading down the mountainside shimmered in radiance.  He could once again hear the wings of the insects flittering by and sense the scores of small animals scurrying through the soft shining grasses—but they were still not done.
Violet, raise the exclusion field.
The field snapped into place, and he let out a deep breath.  Malick reiterated his conversation with Lumina to the team.
Wren jumped up and down with glee and then hugged him.  “We knew you would find her!”
Bit and Byte yelled, “Kitty!”
“Yes, this was easier than I could’ve hoped for and much easier than I dreamt.”  Malick sighed with relief as he grinned from ear to ear.
Redd shook his head in agreement.  “I think we’ve all had those nightmares lately.”
“Violet, can you discern what is beyond the waterfall?”  He moved to Violet’s bow.
“No.  The luminous compound you speak of must be blocking my sight.”
“Very well.  Approach the waterfall at a crawl, and pass through it.  Lumina suggested there’s a cave behind it.  After you're free of the waterfall, lower the exclusion field and stop.”
“Yes, Malick.  Oh, Stam, Creeper, and myself feel the word ‘joy’.”
“Thank you.  I’m glad you three are with us.” 
“I’m approaching the waterfall now.”
Violet’s darkened interior suddenly lit up at the front end as the sound of pounding water beset the exclusion field.  An eerie white glow crept over the entirety of the field as Violet passed beneath.
Malick felt Violet come to a stop on solid ground before the exclusion field dropped away and he noticed the glowing-white waterfall stretched across the only entrance to the cave, but oddly, no sound from the waterfall flooded his ears.  They must’ve already passed through the portal’s internal field.  Malick leapt from Violet’s deck, landing in sandy soil.  The cave appeared extensive, even big enough to hold his entire crew from the Pioneer as well as both Cruisers.  He stepped tentatively away from Violet and looked upward.  The ceiling emitted a dull-white light, casting a pale glow everywhere the waterfall failed to illuminate.  A deep pool, as wide as the entrance to the cave, lay between where Violet sat on the sand and the waterfall.  He raised his sights to the eastern end of the cave.  A brilliant-blue sapphire obelisk rose upward from the sandy floor.
“Kitty,” he cried out.
Kitty here.
Malick turned.  Kitty was racing toward him from the back of the cave.  He spread his arms in welcome and immediately realized his mistake.  Kitty sprang joyously into the air from ten feet away, aiming right for him.  He braced himself just before his enormous cat bowled him over.  They landed with a hard thud and rolled in the sand, coming to rest with Kitty lying on top of him, licking his face in cheerful exuberance.
“Can't … breathe,” he gasped.
Kitty rolled off his chest.  Kitty sorry.  Kitty happy.
I'm happy to see you too.
Before Malick could catch his breath and get to his knees, Bit and Byte were frolicking in the sand with Kitty, laughing and playing.
“Is it just me, or is that cat a whole lot bigger than it was a few weeks ago?”  Redd asked, lifting his brow in a puzzled expression.
“Yes, Husband.  The Kitty is much bigger.  How is that possible in such a short time?”  Trell broke in.
“Two reasons:  a steady diet of snake and almost dying,” Jukk chuckled.  “Like I said before:  what doesn’t kill her makes her bigger.”
“Jukk, your logic is circumspect, but it’s hard to argue the results after having witnessed them firsthand,” Wren agreed.  “Although I fail to understand how she can do it so quickly.”
“Well, it’s easy to see what she has been eating.”  Jukk pointed to numerous fish tails strewn about the sandy beach.
Malick brushed the sand from his clothing.  “I’ll contact Lumina again, while the rest of you offload the gear and prepare a meal.”
Lumina, can you talk?
Yes, beloved.  You found us much faster than I believed possible.
I told you we would never be separated for long.  We're preparing to eat, then rest.  However, I could only do so knowing you're well and in no danger.
As you’ve told me so often, let your mind be at rest.  The Wafts believe I'm the Queen of this land, sent by the One.  They only caught a glimpse of Kitty, and have been anxious to meet her ever since.  She is the head of my Royal Guard, by the way.  They're also beside themselves that the King has come here to join his Queen.  Those with you will be considered your Royal Guard.  Tell everyone thank you and to sleep well. The Wafts won’t harm us.  Until tomorrow, beloved.
Until tomorrow.  He paused.  Lumina?
Yes.
You can't know how relieved I am.  Life wasn’t the same without you.
I love you too, and couldn't have said it better.  Rest easy, beloved.




CHAPTER 29:  Chatter
***
“Please be seated.  I called you here because I've some disturbing news.  You’ve been found out.  A group called the Naturalists is aware of your research with amphibians and reptiles.  I told you the University would protect you from these extremist groups for as long as we could, but I'm afraid we can protect you no longer.  The University’s Board of Trustees informed me that your research must be limited to plant life, specifically crops.  All other research must be stopped, and any associated laboratories cleaned out by the end of the month.”
“The University’s sole function is to educate the willing mind and to open the closed mind.  Yielding to the whims of fools does neither.”
“These are not the University’s wants or desires.  The political winds are shifting, and the educators of the world are rightfully fearful, but your breakthroughs in genetically modifying plants have saved countless lives.  For that reason—and only that reason—your research here at the University may continue.  I'm also cognizant of your amassed fortune outside this scholastic setting.  We’ve known each other for many years, and I consider you a friend.  As such, I ask you to cease your endeavors beyond these hallowed walls.  There's still more than a lifetime of work that has yet to be accomplished, even if you were to focus solely on crop physiology.  Your life is worth more than your research.”
“My life is my research.  I’ll not allow the weak-minded to shape my life.”
“Strangeman, my father wasn’t a learned man, but he taught me one of the most important truths in Oberyn history:  ‘There is nothing more dangerous than a fool who believes he is right.’”
***
Malick awoke to the crunching noises of Kitty’s morning meal—fish.
Hungry?
Kitty like wet food.  Wet food dumb.
I'm glad you like it.  We're going to meet the Wafts today.  You're believed to be the head of Lumina’s Royal Guard, and the Wafts are anxious to meet you.
Kitty not like fly people.
There are many times in our lives in which we must pretend to get along with, or even like, people or creatures we dislike.  This is one of those times.  Play along.  Don’t agitate them or swipe at them, and they won’t harm us.  Do you understand?
Kitty knows.  Kitty ‘like’ metal bugs.
Malick laughed to himself as he pulled food from his pack.  The blue-green sky peeked through the now mostly clear waterfall.  He concluded the luminous compound must only be visible at night.  The rest of his crewmen had finally roused themselves by the time he had finished his breakfast.
“Captain, what do you want us to do today?”  Redd probed.
Malick spoke loud enough for all to hear.  “As soon as Lumina notifies me, Kitty and I will meet the Wafts.  If all proceeds as planned, a short time later I’ll call for you and the others to join us.  I’ll keep you apprised of what is being said as best I can.  Play along, and try not to startle or anger them.  According to what we learned in the first Temple of the One, they're intelligent and very poisonous.  Lumina doesn't seem in the least bit concerned, so we'll trust her judgment.  Above all, don’t invoke an aggressive reaction to anything unless I give the command.  If the worst should happen, remember to position yourselves at least six feet apart so as not to kill a fellow crewmen with an erroneous swing from your Lasword.  Afterward, make your way back to the cave and board Violet.  Have her raise the exclusion field, and then come to the aid of any of us in trouble.  If the bite of a Waft does indeed prove to be fatal, save yourself first, and the lives of the others when possible.  Then, flee this valley.  The Wafts appear to be either afraid of this cave or consider it sacred ground; use that to your advantage. 
“As I said before, I don’t anticipate problems.  Nonetheless, be on your best behavior, and don’t create any problems.  Stam and Creeper:  I'm going to ask you to remain within the cave.  Your presence may overwhelm the Wafts.”
“We understand,” Creeper said.  “Since leaving the Citizens’ quadrant, as you call it, our perception of everything is being modified daily.  We're beginning to understand our foreignness to the rest of this planet you call Sworld.”
“Always remember we value your presence.  You may seem unusual to us, but now you're part of the whole.”  Malick stood and brushed sand from his clothing.  “Let’s explore this cave until Lumina contacts me.”
A short time later, Malick reassembled his team in front of the sapphire obelisk.  “Observations?”
Redd was the first to answer.  “Except for this giant blue gemstone, the cave holds nothing out of the ordinary.  We found one narrow tunnel, but it quickly terminated at a sheer rock wall.  The wall was bare, with no markings of any kind.  For some reason, the rock ceiling above us continues to emit a strong light even after the luminous compound has waned in the daylight.  Byte believes the entire inside of the cave functions in the same way as the dome you found next to the western Vorline.  She believes that’s the reason the cave isn’t wet from the waterfall’s spray, and why we can’t hear the waterfall either.  Makes sense, doesn’t it, Captain?”
“Sounds logical based on the meager facts we’ve gleamed thus far.”  Malick faced the obelisk.  “Just like the emerald obelisk, this one also has the engraving of a bird within a triangle on its front relief.  There are also two engravings below it:  the first is, of course, the bird medallion, and the second you can see for yourselves.  I'm at a loss as to what the symbol represents—what it means or its intent.  Please give me your interpretations.”
“One thing we learned from the emerald obelisk is we shouldn’t assume anything,” Wren mused.  “My first impression is it’s a blob of flesh.  I know that doesn’t help much, but that’s what it looks like to me.”
“An intelligent amoeba?”  Redd proposed.
“An amorphous creature,” Zuri conjectured.  “A creature without a defined skeletal system, perhaps using spongy cartilage for support.”  She nibbled at her lower lip.  “It’s hard to imagine an amorphous life form could live anywhere except in water.  Without a skeletal system, the creature’s respiratory or circulatory system would be vastly different from ours.  Yet after your last exploration into the western adjoining quadrant, and your description of Yellow, I can believe almost anything—it could be a plant, or an animal, or even a mixture of the two.”  She gave him a guileless grin.  “You’ve a knack for collecting extraordinary allies, Captain.”
More smiles followed in the wake of Zuri’s remark.
Malick let out a belly laugh.
“Let’s not forget the microscopic species found on all our worlds.  That,” Gal indicated the depiction on the obelisk, “could even be a highly evolved form of fungus.  That’s the oldest land-dwelling life form I’m aware of.”
“Good observation, since the depiction gives us no sense of size.  We know the size of any life form isn't often a good indication of its intelligence.”  Malick addressed the two metallic centipedes.  “Stam and Creeper, do you have any ideas?”
The two bots twisted their upper segments at one another as they appeared to communicate, then clapped two of their metal legs together in a gesture of agreement.
“We have never seen a creature with a structure like the carving, other than the microscopic variety,” Creeper informed them.  “Gal’s proposition of an intelligent life form derived from fungus is highly unlikely.  The cellular structures of fungi are far too simplistic.  However, if animals can support intelligence, anything is possible,” he deadpanned.
Redd burst out laughing.  “I like these two.”
“I heard that,” Violet shouted from across the cave.
“Three,” Redd exclaimed.
The good-natured ribbing was still underway when Lumina broke into Malick’s thoughts.
Malick, a path winds along the south edge of the cave that will take you past the waterfall.  You’ll only get ‘a little’ wet.
He could hear the undercurrent of humor in her words.
The Wafts and I will be waiting for you along the path that leads past the lake and through the meadow.
Malick quieted his team with a wave of his hand.  “It's time for us to meet the Wafts!”
Malick found the path readily and proceeded toward the waterfall with Kitty in tow.  Her plodding footfalls were evident.
Kitty, we're going to meet a new form of intelligent life.  I'm excited, are you?
Kitty ‘like’ Fly people.
You have a poor attitude.  Come on, this could be fun.
Kitty try.
Now that's the Kitty I know.
When they neared the junction between the cave’s internal field and the waterfall’s spray, the delineation was obvious, and he knew why Lumina was laughing.
“Here we go.”  Malick charged past the thundering waterfall.
After they cleared it, he looked down at himself and Kitty.  They were drenched, with water dripping off them and forming puddles on the path.  He shook his arms and torso in a feeble attempt to throw off the water.  Kitty then showed him how it should be done; water flew everywhere from her twisting flurry.
“That was invigorating!  The water coming out of the mountain is even colder than I thought it would be.”
Kitty clean.  Kitty ready.
“Then let’s proceed.”
The path followed the edge of the lake amidst huge boulders rimming the craggy mountainside.  After a short distance, they rounded a particularly massive boulder and spied a broad pristine meadow, which seemed to radiate green under the bright viridescent sky.  In the center of the meadow stood Lumina, her beauty and spirit shone forth like a beacon.  She was covered in flower petals in every hue of blue and purple imaginable. 
Malick took two steps toward her, and the meadow around Lumina erupted upward as hundreds of tiny winged creatures took to the sky.  Keeping a watchful eye on his beloved, Malick kept a steady pace as he ventured into the aerial chaos.  It wasn’t until he was within a few hundred feet of the Wafts that he was finally able to make out specific details in the color patterns displayed on their wings and bodies as they darted to and fro, a flurry of insane activity.
Lumina, I thought you said they were lethargic during the day.
A hint of a smile tugged at her lips as her slender hands fluttered through the chaos.  This is lethargic.  Prepare yourself for the next phase.
One step later, their telepathy fell over him like the waterfall he had just run threw.
“They're here.”  “It's the King.”  “Kitty is with the King.”  “Look at Kitty.”  “Kitty is beautiful.”  “Beautiful Kitty.”  “Wonderful Kitty.”  “Big Kitty.”  “Kitty is pretty.”  “Amazing Kitty.” “Kitty is beautiful.” …
The barrage of telepathic chatter continued unabated as the gap between himself and Lumina narrowed.
“Does it ever stop?”  Malick bellowed, when he was close enough to be heard.
“I'm afraid not.  In time you’ll learn to filter out most of the chatter.  They easily fixate on one thing.  That thing is what you pay attention to—in this case, Kitty.”
…  “Kitty.”  “Can Kitty talk?”  “Please talk to us, Kitty.”  “Kitty.”  “Talk.” …
Malick looked down at his cat.  “Kitty, give them what they want.  Broadcast a reply like I taught you.”
Fly people noisy.  She sent to Malick and Lumina.
“Talk to them,” Lumina insisted.
Kitty hear you.  Kitty talk.  Kitty like Fly people.
Their incessant prattle came to an abrupt halt, as their frantic flapping slowed to a gentle ripple.  The Wafts held their positions in the air, staring with unguarded curiosity at Kitty.
Kitty make Fly people mad?  She sent to Malick and Lumina.
“I don’t know.”  Lumina frowned.
“Kitty spoke.”  “Kitty called us fly people.”  “Kitty is smart.”  “Wonderful Kitty.”  “Kitty talked to us.”  “Beautiful Kitty.”  “Pretty fur.”  “Warm fur.”  “Kitty has soft fur.”  “Can we touch Kitty’s fur?”  “Yes, feel Kitty’s fur?”  “Touch Kitty?” …
“Well, I guess that answers your question.”  Lumina smiled.  “Remain still.  Let them touch you.  They like touching things.  Me especially.”
Kitty hear you.  Fly people touch Kitty.
The Wafts descended on Kitty like a horde of locusts.  They combed, pulled, preened, and stroked her fur with their tiny fingers, each taking a turn at touching the majestic cat.  When they were through, they zipped and buzzed through the air in a maddening display of acrobatics before coming to a halt and staring intently at Kitty.
…  “Kitty is pretty.”  “Beautiful Kitty.”  “Flowers on Kitty?”  “Yes, flowers.” …
No sooner was the last word released than the Wafts flew into action, darting into the meadow in a fever of motion.  Upon their return, they hovered above Kitty, each with a handful of flower petals, before descending in a mass over her body.  When they had finished, they took to the sky, fluttering excitedly as they gazed at their prized Kitty.
…  “Elegant Kitty.”  “Royal Kitty.”  “Kitty is beautiful.”  “Kitty is pretty.” …
Kitty shook herself muzzle to tail in obvious agitation, flower petals dusting the ground about her. 
Kitty not pretty.  Kitty warrior.
…  “Kitty is a warrior.”  “Kitty, head of the Royal Guard.”  “Thank you, Kitty.”  “Yes, Kitty is powerful.”  “The King.”  “The King is with us.”  “The King is mighty.”  “The King is big.”  “Speak to us, our King.”  “Yes, speak.”  “The King will speak to us if we ask.”  “Please, speak.” …
Enough was enough, Malick decided, holding up his arms.
The chatter gradually died away.
Your King thanks you for your warm welcome.  You have treated the Queen with dignity and grace.  I wish you all long and healthy lives.  He held his arms out to his sides, palms facing upward.  Please come and touch your King.
Malick lost track of how long he stood there, letting the tiny creatures stroke and poke every inch of his body.  Some landed on his arms and made the journey to his face, staring into his eyes before flitting away, only to be replaced by others.  Each Waft was delicate, graceful, and highly inquisitive.  At one foot in height more or less, the Waft’s resemblance to Lumina’s general body proportions, face, and hair was uncanny.  It was as if someone had taken the six-foot beauty standing next to him and reduced her to a mere one foot in stature and then added wings.  The smooth skin covering their bodies held a tint of red, and their flowing hair was the epitome of darkness.  No distinguishing sexual organs were evident, and individual voices varied only slightly in timbre.  The four wings emanating from their backs were not covered in feathers, but instead, were iridescent and thin enough to be translucent.  Their wings resembled those of an insect more than any of the bird species they had as yet encountered on Sworld.  Each wing was capable of moving independently without regard to the orientation of the Waft’s body during flight.  They could hover or move forward and backward or to either side in the blink of an eye.  Aalar may have taken flying to an unprecedented level of skill among the Flyers, but the Wafts had turned flying into an art form.  Even in their lethargic state, they could easily dodge an arrow or the blade of a Lasword.
Malick was transfixed by their aerial acrobatics as they groomed and caressed any bare skin they could find.  Unexpectedly, one fluttered in front of his face and gazed into his eyes, so he smiled at the beautiful little creature.  The Waft returned his smile, revealing a mouth jammed with hundreds of tiny gleaming needles before flitting away. 
Lumina was correct when she had instructed him to focus on the main thread of chatter; even now, after such a short interlude, he was finding it easier to tune out the noise of their constant babble.  At the moment, the Wafts were asking to meet his personal guard.
Malick obliged them and contacted Stam, telling him to inform the others that all was well and what to expect.  He ended by advising them not to worry or take offense at the Wafts’ overly friendly nature. 
Afterward Malick told the Wafts his Royal Guards would be arriving shortly, but would be unable to hear or talk to them.
His team arrived within the half hour, sopping wet from the waterfall.  Malick smiled and relaxed as the bedlam of activity shifted toward his slightly apprehensive Royal Guard.  Redd gave him a dirty look; Malick turned away to keep from laughing.
Malick give Lumina a warm and lasting embrace.  He had missed her soft touch and enticing scent, which was only enhanced by the numerous flower petals.
Lumina, are these all the Wafts?
She laughed.  No, not by far.
You mean there are more?
The majority of the Wafts are sleeping amongst the caves and crevices in the mountainside.  The daylight is much too bright for them.  The ones you see here are the most adventurous, and they simply couldn't wait until the great feast tonight to meet you and Kitty.
Great feast?
Yes, they’ve secured a beast for us to eat, which I haven’t seen.  I took the liberty of telling them we—specifically Jukk—would prepare it, since the Wafts have no concept of fire.  For themselves, they’ve staked out a Cave Worm.  I haven’t seen it either, but once a year they capture one of these worms and secure it to a rock under the open sky in the glow of day to ‘cook’ it.  They’ve broken with tradition and captured one for our benefit, which is a great honor.
Malick glanced over at the flurry of attentive Wafts buzzing around Jukk, who was getting fidgety.  The little creatures were using the Mating ring on his skull as a perch.  Since an Oberyn’s Mating ring was a sign of virility and honor, Malick concluded correctly that it must’ve been killing Jukk to have it used as a landing site. 
“Captain,” Jukk protested in an uncharacteristic whine, “this is getting old quick.”
Malick afforded himself a few more moments of mean-spirited pleasure at Jukk’s expense before he came to his friend’s rescue.  “I always knew your bony protrusion had a purpose.”  Holding his hands high, Malick drew the Wafts attention.  Wafts, show us the beast you have captured in our honor.
For an instant, the Wafts rose in the air, creating a magnificent funnel of color, and then they shot off toward the western edge of the meadow in a swirling kaleidoscope of airborne madness.  He reached for Lumina’s hand, and together they moved down the path following behind the cloud of miniature creatures.
The mountain valley was splendor, peacefulness, and grandeur taken to a new level.  Flowers dotted the grassy meadow and hung lazily in the trees, while thousands of insects hopped from one pollen-laden treasure to the next.  It was as if they were walking through the pages of a fairytale composed by an overly zealous poet. 
From time to time, a few of the Wafts would peel back from the main group in a rhythmic fashion and return to ensure their King and Queen were unharmed and still following the correct path.  Their graceful aerial repetitions made him feel like a ponderous geriatric.  When they reached the far end of the valley, crimson had begun to invade the sky, casting the Wafts in a bloody tinge.  The valley ended where the rocky upslope of the surrounding mountains began.  They were standing under a copse of trees bursting with yellow flowers when the first bleat of a goat reached him.
“It sounds like they caught a mountain goat for the feast,” Malick said aloud.
A few moments later, they came to a small clearing; the beast was tethered to the trees with a mass of fine ropes.
“It’s not exactly a mountain goat, Captain,” Wren observed.  “It resembles a cross between a mountain goat, a deer, and a Lors.” 
“It may sound like a goat, but I hope it tastes like a Lors.”  Jukk licked his lips hungrily.  “I hate the taste of goat meat.”
“Whatever it tastes like, you have the honor of cooking it,” Malick pointed out.  “The Wafts don’t know what fire is, so when you start one, please make sure the Wafts are at a safe distance from it.”
“Our hosts have fled.”  Lumina nudged him as she cast her eyes around the air above them.  “I believe they’ve gone to rest in the nearby caves.  We have the afternoon to ourselves; take advantage of it before the evening festivities overwhelm us.  I've convinced the Wafts we must leave tomorrow morning to continue our tour of the realm.
“They're intelligent, but show no signs of written language or technology, and appear quite content to live in this glorious valley in the same manner they’ve lived since their existence began.  It's hard to disagree with such happiness.”
“It has always been my contention,” Malick remarked, “that a species progresses, technologically speaking, only when something forces such an adaptation.  Why do the Wafts need technology or a written language?  The environment doesn't seem to change much, if at all, on Sworld.  The description of the Wafts in the Temple of the One said their bite was deadly; if true, it's likely they have no predators.  The only adaptation needed is the necessity to regulate their numbers to keep from outgrowing this valley and their food sources.”
“But what about the drive to do more, to be better?”  Zuri declared.
Zuri’s constantly questioning attitude, which Malick viewed as her best attribute, was beginning to assert itself more and more.  “Ah, yes.  The mental drive to better oneself.”  Malick cocked his head sideways.  “Tell me, Zuri, did you see that quality in every Oberyn?”
“No,” Zuri confessed with uncharacteristic diffidence.
“Nor did I.  I’ll even go so far as to admit I've seen such a quality only in those Oberyns with which I associated—which was just a tiny fraction of society.”
“That’s a very pessimistic viewpoint, even for you, Captain.”  Zuri took a deep breath.
Redd held up his hands, calling for silence.  “You’re both entitled to your wrong opinion.  Now, how about we leave Jukk to this Godelors creature while we go find that Cave Worm we were supposed to eat?”
“Godelors?”  Jukk sneered, taking offense at the ridiculous moniker.  “Piggybacking a bunch of names together.  That’s the best you can do?”
Redd raised a finger.  “Your wrong opinion.”
Pal laughed, a contagious lighthearted chuckle that swiftly rippled throughout the group.  “I suggest we start with the large clearing off to our right.”
Wren, Gal, Bit, and Byte stayed behind to help Jukk gather firewood, while the rest of the group followed Pal into the glade.
Along the way, Trell placed her right hand on Redd’s neck.  “Godelors is a silly name, Husband.”
Redd merely shrugged.  “That’s your wrong opinion, Wife.”
The clearing was only a short walk from the tethered beast.  It featured a myriad of rivulets trickling down the rocky mountainside that gathered together to form a gentle stream.  The stream continued on, traveling through the center of the clearing amidst a collection of boulders. 
A particularly broad, flattened boulder lay near the head of the grassy glade upon which the Cave Worm was strapped.  Malick’s first thought was that if this monstrosity was an example of what the Wafts term as a worm, then the Wafts’ bite had better be deadly.  The worm’s girth was equal to his own, yet the creature was over ten feet in length.  Judging by the slime trail across the rock, though, the worm had started off half again that long and probably much thinner.  In an effort to protect itself, the worm had drawn in its length and increased its girth. 
The open air had dried out the Cave Worm’s epidermis, and the half exposed to the sky was bright red and blistered.  But not because of the midday’s bloody radiance—no, because the worm’s skin was burning.  As an earth dweller, the worm wasn’t equipped to tolerate light - not even the muted light emanating from the trillions upon trillions of glowing crystals surrounding Sworld.  Malick reached out and touched the whitish translucent skin shielded from the sky, letting his finger linger just long enough to feel the skin’s cool slimy surface.  Without warning, the worm convulsed.  Startled, he jerked his hand away.
“Captain, this thing’s still alive!”  Redd yelled.  “That’s incredible.  Come look at its mouth.”
Malick positioned himself next to what was probably the head of the worm and saw a circular maw lined with hundreds of tiny dagger-like teeth.
“If this is what a Cave Worm looks like, I’d hate to come face to face with a Cave Spider!”  Redd shivered.
In the next minute, Wafts descended from the sky, and began gathering up the ends of all the tiny ropes securing the Cave Worm.
…  “Only half cooked.”  “Time to turn.”  “King was right to check.”  “Must turn.”  …
With an orchestrated heave, they lifted the great worm high into the air and then—in an unbelievable feat of aerial acrobatics—flipped the worm, returning it to its resting position and securing it once more.
…  “Thank you, King.”  “Only half done.”  “Feast tonight.”  “Must rest.”  “Sleep.”  …
The faltering worm squirmed faintly as the ruddy midday glow slowly blistered what remained of its undamaged skin.
“If this thing wasn’t so scary and disgusting, I’d almost feel sorry for it,” Redd lamented.
“I’m just glad we’re not eating it,” Trell replied.
They spent the afternoon walking leisurely through the meadow.  Lumina and Kitty strolled alongside him, observing the curious flora and insect life. 
For some reason, everything seemed bigger within this mysterious valley.  The smallest flower was as big as Malick’s outstretched hand, and the insects that visited them were easily double or triple the size of any of their counterparts he had observed thus far on Sworld.  On one occasion, he came upon what he could only describe as a common ant, but even that was half the size of his thumb. 
In keeping with their solicitous manner, the Wafts sent out ambassadors throughout the day to check on their royal visitors. 
It wasn’t until the last of the emerald tinge in the sky had faded that Malick saw an unequaled anthology of life casting an eerie luminosity that dominated the darkened landscape.  It was then that the Wafts emerged from their slumber in their entirety. 
They led Malick and his group to an outcropping of rocks above the clearing where the great worm was lashed down.  Waiting for them was the beast Jukk had cooked, along with numerous mounds of assorted fruits and nuts from the trees they had passed throughout the day.  Beneath them flowed the milky waters of a gentle stream entering the meadow beyond. 
Their vantage point afforded them a clear view of the meadow and lake at the opposite end of the valley as well as a panoramic view of the rocky mountainsides looming above Sworld’s natural bowl-shaped terrain.  Hundreds of glowing streams teemed through the rocks and emptied into the valley below.  The fact every living thing within the valley discharged a whitish glow was impossible to ignore.  The only explanation was the luminous compound had saturated every living cell.  He glanced sideways at Lumina and Kitty; even they cast a faint afterglow.
The Wafts now hovered in the air before them, blocking out the vistas as they waited for Jukk to carve the beast.  After he’d served the Royals and their Guard, he presented the rest of the beast to Kitty.
Malick and Lumina took simultaneous bites in an exaggerated display of aristocracy.
Malick raised his hands to signal for their attention.  A feast befitting the King and Queen.  Thank you for your hospitality.  Now eat one and all!
The Wafts descended on the Cave Worm with a ferocity he wouldn’t have believed possible.  Ripping and gnashing chunks from the quivering monstrosity, they flew away, only to be replaced by more ravenous Wafts.
“That’s disgusting.”  Redd looked away.  “Even for me.”
Jukk was unfazed.  “But your Godelors is one of the better tasting creatures we’ve eaten since landing on Sworld—and perfectly cooked, if I do say so myself.”
“I can’t believe I’m saying this.”  Zuri licked her fingers.  “But I agree with you both.”
“I must second that,” Lumina quipped.
Kitty agrees.  Rock jumper good.
“Even Kitty agrees with you,” Malick jested.
Malick was finishing his first chunk of meat when he noticed the Wafts had already devoured the great worm.  Only the restraining ropes and a thick luminous slime remained on the flattened boulder.  As for their hosts, they had gathered along the stream and were drinking in the milky liquid and chattering incessantly.
As the meal concluded, the chatter stopped, and the Wafts took to the sky, congregating above the meadow to swirl and ebb in a continuous flow of aerial acrobatics.  The most magnificent feat was when they came to a halt in midair in the formation of a giant Waft.  He gasped in disbelief and then clapped and cheered with the others.
Moments later, the Wafts broke formation and came together in an impossibly tight ball high above the meadow, only to burst forth in all directions and float downward.  Before reaching the ground, they once again congregated, this time in a tight spiral—reaching higher and higher, climbing into the indigo sky before dissolving the pack and forming long twisting lines, as if the rope of light created by the spiral of Wafts was unraveling.
“This is unbelievable.  It’s like watching a living fireworks display,” Zuri uttered with fascination.
Fly people clever.
“This planet never ceases to amaze,” Malick whispered as the Wafts formed a giant floating helix.
Lumina nudged him with her elbow.  “How do they know what a helix looks like?”
It was Jukk who answered.  “Maybe they just think it looks pretty.  Quit trying to spoil it.”
The aerial display carried on well into the night as the royal guests sampled the fruits and nuts set before them.
“Here, try some of these little red berries.  I’ve never tasted anything like them,” Zuri cooed, as she placed several into their outstretched hands.
Malick accepted his share, while continuing to munch on a handful of nuts.  The glowing exhibition in the cobalt sky carried on with such speed and precision he found himself growing weary just from watching their exhausting aerobatics.  Swallowing his last mouthful of nutmeats, Malick popped a few of the berries into his mouth and chewed unthinkingly, just as the Wafts erupted into a floating mushroom configuration.
“These berries are delicious,” Malick murmured offhandedly.  A misting rain began to fall, and he breathed in the moist air.  “I didn't realize it was Triday,” he mumbled to no one in particular.
Malick thumped the last of the berries into his mouth.  As the warm rich juices flooded over his tongue, he remembered the familiar sensation.  “Hmm, these berries taste similar to some other fruit we’ve tried, though I can't remember exactly where.”  Malick was vaguely aware his mind was fading in and out.
In the next moment, he raised his eyes to the sky, wondering why the flying light show was blurry.  “Now I remember, it was in a blue forest.  Oh no, not again!”




CHAPTER 30:  Goodbye
***
Knock.  Knock.
He opened the doors.  Looking down, he saw a young couple.
“Enter.”  He gestured them inside, and then stepped past them to retrieve their luggage and place it inside the entryway, beside the massive doors.
“I hope we’re in the right place.  We’ve been driving for hours and haven’t seen a single soul,” the husband said apprehensively.
“Does Ceen live here?  We were invited to this mansion and told to ask for Ceen.  Here is our invitation.”  She held out an elaborately embossed piece of stationary.  “Although this whole arrangement was rather cryptic.” 
The wife was obviously uneasy about the situation, too.
“Me.  Ceen.  I clean messes inside and out there.”  He pointed outside.  “You live in here and work hard.  Rooms have names.  I put these in your named room.”  He reached down, picked up all six traveling bags at once, and headed for the stairs.
“Excuse me,” the wife interrupted, “but I’m not sure we’re in the right place.  You’re not who we were expecting. Neither is this lavish estate for that matter.”
“Me.  Ceen.  You right place.  You work hard.”  He continued up the stairs.  “Find others.  Talk.  Eat.  Work hard.”
“Where did he go with our baggage?” the wife asked.
“I can only guess he took them to our room.  Let’s go find the others and some food as well.  I’m starving.”
They walked down a long, broad hallway passing what looked to be several libraries and a lounge.  In time, they came to a sprawling open foyer filled with dining tables and chairs arranged in intimate groupings, where three others were seated around a circular table and pleasantly talking over a meal.
“Excuse me,” the wife broke into their exchange, “could you answer a few questions?”
A tall, thin man stood and gestured for them to be seated.  “We would be delighted if you would join us this evening.”
They seated themselves across from two middle-aged males and an unassuming female.
It was the female who spoke first, directing her words at the wife.  “You have the same look on your face that I had when I arrived.  First, you're in the right place if you're seeking to increase your knowledge of the world around you, or the stars in the heavens for that matter.  Second, there's no guidebook and there are no mentors.  However, we have each other and the best laboratories and libraries this world has ever seen.  Ceen does just what he says; he keeps the entire institution clean and the surrounding acreage free of unwanted visitors.  He also keeps the kitchen stocked with the finest food and drink possible.”  The female pushed tumblers filled with rosy spirits to her male cohorts.
The three laughed and raised their glasses.  “To learning.”
“To learning,” the males replied, touching their glasses together with a loud echoing ring.
The tall thin man spoke next.  “You're free to come and go as you wish.  Although, given the world’s current emotional state, I’d advise not leaving the estate if at all possible.  Some unbelievably rich benefactor is providing us with this unique environment.”  His hand fluttered about.  “In return, all you need do is as Ceen instructed: ‘Work hard.’  If you want for anything, write it down, give it to Ceen, and you shall have it if at all possible. 
“I believe our benefactor is starting a grassroots operation to reinstitute science in universities in the world.  May the last two centuries of the ‘dark age of science’ be over at last!”  He raised his glass and winked.  “The five of us are currently all there is.  I’m studying chemistry.  My friend here is delving into mathematics.  And she is revising zoology, amphibians in particular.  And you are?”
“Microbiology,” the husband emitted.
“Botany.”
“Well then, let me show you to the kitchen.  When you’ve finished eating, we'll give you the grand tour.”
Closing the doors behind him, he walked aimlessly past the gardens and into the forest.  He enjoyed his nightly run with the dogs.  It made him feel more as if he was exercising than patrolling the grounds.  The two new recruits were going to work out fine.  He could feel it in his core. 
The world was finally ready.  The path to knowledge would start here.  For the first time in a long time, satisfaction washed over him.  It felt like a welcoming rainstorm.
***
Malick opened his eyes and saw only a dull-white glow.  He had no idea what had happened after the fruit-eating incident, or where he was for that matter.  He quickly realized the glow in front of his eyes was in fact a sleeping Waft.  Wiggling his nose, he exhaled a few short puffs of air, waking up the tiny creature.  It stood on his chin, stretched, and lithely flew away.  Raising only his head, he realized the Wafts were using his entire body as a giant pillow.  Looking from side to side, he noticed his companions were also covered by the soft glow of sleeping Wafts.  Not wanting to inadvertently harm one, or have one of them just as inadvertently bite him or one of his crewmen, he broadcasted a gentle call.
Wafts awaken.  Leave us.  We don’t wish to accidentally harm you.
Each Waft did as the one on his face had done; rose up, stretched, and flew over to the small nooks and crannies about the cave, then squeezed into place and returned to blissful sleep.
Sitting up, Malick wrapped his arms around his knees.  They were resting in a fairly extensive cave.  From what he could see through the entrance, the sky was green, leading him to conclude it was either morning or afternoon.  Lumina laid to his right and Kitty to his left.  As usual, Bit and Byte bookended Kitty.
“Captain, the…” Byte started.
“I know,” he cut in, “the red berries contain a natural narcotic.  At least it seems to have no debilitating aftereffects.”
The sound of his voice awakened the others.
One by one, arms stretched groggily as groans and moans punctured the silence.
“Wake up, sleepy heads,” Malick teased.
“Captain, was I dreaming, or did the Wafts completely cover me during the night?”  Redd grumbled through a cavernous yawn.
“You probably were dreaming, and the Wafts did cover us as we slept.  They were either protecting us or using us as a warm mattress.  I’ll settle with protecting,” he replied, snickering.  “Get your wits about you; we leave in five.”
They exited the cave to find they were only a little ways from the peaceful meadow.
As the short trek to the lake began, Jukk yawned noisily.  “Is it morning or afternoon?”
Malick guffawed.  “It's mid-something.”
“It’s midmorning, Captain,” Pal supplied after the laughter had died down. 
“Good, we need to leave as soon as possible so you can get within communication range of Chip.  Those we left behind at the landing site will still be worried.  We need to let them know we’ve found Lumina and Kitty safe and sound.”
***
Violet hovered over the edge of the precipice where the waters of the mountain lake descended into darkness.
“What a unique species,” Lumina murmured, looking back at the beautiful valley.  “They showed us nothing but generosity and kindness.”
“Did I blow them away with all my hot air?”  Malick jested.
“No, beloved.  Quite the opposite.”  She squeezed his hand.  “I shall miss this place.”
“Because you were a Queen?”
“No, because the valley feels like home for some reason, and the Wafts complete the fairytale.”
Lumina rose up on her toes and kissed her handsome prince.




CHAPTER 31:  Return
They were skimming along the beach as the indigo of nightfall seeped into the sky.  Malick instructed Violet to stop.  The shoreline was peaceful, and the aquamarine waters of the ocean lapped gently against the warm, undisturbed sand.
Shortly afterward, Malick addressed his crew.  “We'll stop here for the evening.”  He singled out Jukk and Redd.  “See if you can find us something new for dinner.”  Then he moved beside Pal.  “Try to contact Chip, and inform him of our situation.”
“I was able to establish a connection with Chip a short while ago, Captain.  They were relieved and ecstatic to learn Lumina and Kitty had returned safely.  Crystal is preparing a banquet upon our return,” he whispered.
“Excellent.  Tell them we're spending the night on the beach to rejuvenate.  The last several weeks have proven to be unusually stressful.”  He patted Pal on the shoulder.  “Thank you.”
Malick separated himself from the others, took off his boots, and let the sand ooze between his toes.  The ocean waters drew him outward until their warm caress enfolded his feet.  Staring out at the waves set against the deepening blue skies, his mind let go, and his body shuddered.  His nerves felt like a highly compressed spring that had just been given its freedom.  Excess adrenaline and tension gave way to involuntary muscle spasms.  He fell to his knees, and let the water of the incoming tide splash against his thighs.
Back on dry sand, Lumina saw what was happening to Malick in anguished silence. As she moved toward him, Zuri laid a restraining arm on her shoulder and stopped her from consoling him.
“I need to tell you something.”  Zuri told her of the exchange between Malick and Aria just after her disappearance from the Emerald Bird Dome.  She then proceeded to give a detailed accounting of his single-mindedness in finding her and ensuring her safe return.  “His mind has been a tempest, and his body an unstoppable machine whose only goal was finding you.  Give him a few minutes to release all that tension.  He’s not the same person you knew a week ago.  He is the Captain I knew when we started this journey.”  Her gaze returned back to the indomitable figure at the ocean’s edge.  “I like the person he has become since knowing you.  Find that person.  Bring him back.”
After a while, Lumina summoned Kitty and told her of the task ahead.  They approached Malick from both sides and nuzzled against him.
“I'm fine.  I just…”
Lumina gently put a finger to his lips.  “Quiet, beloved.”  She hugged him tightly as Kitty licked his face.
Kitty missed Parent.  Kitty knew Parent find Kitty and Silver eyes.  Kitty love Parent.
We want you to relax.  We both knew you would find us.  There was never a doubt in our minds.  Your devotion knows no boundaries, and we appreciate that.  Now it's time to shed your mental armor and return to us.  Give us back the Malick we have come to love.
***
The tide soon forced their retreat.  They found the others circled around a campfire, where Redd beckoned them to sit.
“We have three items on our menu tonight.”  Jukk artfully bowed.  “Clams, or a close proximity thereof, and two types of six-legged crab-like things, each boiled to perfection.”  He pretended to throw a towel over his forearm as he presented bowls of clams and long, steaming legs to Malick and Lumina.
“My compliments to the chef, or chefs,” Malick acknowledged his two friends before addressing the others.  “We’ve been through a lot these last weeks.  I can't thank…” he choked up.
“We understand, Captain.  No need for words,” Redd nodded.
“I think we should make him say the words,” Wren jested.
Jukk burst out laughing, and the others quickly joined in.  
When Malick had finished chuckling, he looked fondly over the group.  “Let’s relax and reflect on our good fortunes tonight.  To Sworld!”
“To Sworld!”
***
Their return to the landing site and the week that followed were a blur of quiet repose and jubilant festivities.  Though Malick’s body relaxed, his mind proved a harder nut to crack.  He had spent the vast majority of his life behind the steel curtain of logic and distrust.  His mental armor was easy to don, yet proved elusive to shed.  Peacefulness and inactivity weren’t the answer.  After eight days of what most people would call happiness, he could no longer suffer the tranquility.
Malick asked Daxx to join him at the edge of the plateau, where he frequently gazed in the direction of the Colossal forest.  “I need to explore.  Without some kind of daily challenge, I feel as if I might explode.  Can you understand that?  Is there something wrong with me?”
Daxx patted his Captain on the back as fits of laughter escaped him.  “I understand, my friend.  As for your other concern:  yes, there are many things wrong with you.  Right now though, your problem is transparent:  you’re having trouble releasing the tension in your mind.  Everyone else can see what's haunting you.  It’s nothing to be concerned about—plus, I don’t mind admitting all this relaxing is making me antsy as well.  Where do you suggest we go, Captain?”
“For some queer reason, I'm drawn to the Ruby Bird Dome.  The one your medallion controls.”  His fingers inadvertently closed around his emerald bird medallion.  “Although, the Sapphire Bird Dome wasn’t technically a dome, was it?  Maybe we should call them portals.”
“Whatever we call them, I agree with you.  You believe the Ruby Bird Portal will lead us to the southern hemisphere of Sworld?”
“I'm sure of it.  However, I would like to use the Ruby Bird Portal to transport us to the Sapphire Bird Portal as well, and then use that portal to transport us to the Sapphire Portal located in the quadrant east of the bird quadrant.  That way, we'll ascertain with no uncertainties the functions of all these portals.”
“Do you have a sense for what life form might live in that quadrant?”
Malick’s mouth curved up into a sardonic smile.  “The sapphire obelisk depicted nothing more than a blob.”
“An intelligent blob?”
“Another intelligent life form might be too much to wish for, but I do have the feeling each quadrant encapsulates different biospheres with somewhat similar life forms.” 
“What makes you want to travel east as opposed to south?”
“The reasoning seems silly, even to me.  The engineer in me wants to explore the northern hemisphere first and then the southern hemisphere for no other reason than to incorporate a serial method of exploration.”
Daxx kicked a small rock over the edge.  “Just add that quirk to the list of others things wrong with you, Captain.”
The next day, Malick gathered Daxx, Redd, and Jukk together.  “We're going to explore the quadrant to the east.  Formulate an exploratory party, limited by the capacities of both Cruisers.  Make sure to include Creeper and Stam.”
“How long do you anticipate we’ll be gone?”  Daxx asked casually, still nibbling on a breakfast biscuit.
“No longer than one month with minimal rations, two months if food and water are readily available.  According to Sage, all the pregnant females are still early in their gestation periods.  By Zuri’s calculations, no births are expected within the next six months at the least, which should quiet any separation anxieties within the crew.  Lastly, I want everyone fully armed.  We didn't need weapons in the Acotylite quadrant, but there was a small window of time where I feared the worst.  I would rather be over-prepared than lacking in armament from now on.  Also, all those wearing a medallion are required to participate or relinquish their medallion to someone that already has one.  Any questions?”
“When do we leave?”  Redd asked, shoving an auxiliary dagger underneath his belt.
“First thing in the morning,” Malick answered with a sparkle in his eyes.
The next morning, Chip and Crystal outdid themselves by providing a sumptuous breakfast in which everyone ate far more than they should have in anticipation of a long period before their next good meal.  After they were finished, Malick and Lumina stuffed their packs, and together with Kitty, strode to stand beside Violet.  The bulk of his crew was anxiously waiting for them with Redd standing aboard the first cruiser.
“The following personnel will board Violet:  the Captain, Lumina, Kitty, Bit, Byte, Gal, Pal, Jukk, Wren, Nep, Kel, Rul, Par, Jett, Luna, Pota, and Squa,” Redd said, raising his voice above the animated commotion.  “The following personnel will board the first cruiser:  Daxx, Aria, Ram, Pixel, Ivyy, Bota, Zuri, Tar, Nab, Las, Mir, Nena, Creeper, Stam, Trell, and myself.”
After everyone had boarded their cruiser, it was Malick’s turn to address the entire crew.  “We're taking our next step in exploring Sworld.  I promise to use greater rigor in our decision-making process from now on.  Assume nothing, but explore everything!”
Resounding cheers reverberated from the plateau and into the surrounding grass forest.
They waved goodbye to those remaining behind, including Kerr and the other Runners, who had come to see them off. 
Violet skimmed quickly across the grass forest and then over the treed plains before passing within viewing distance of the Colossal forest.  A group of Flyers herding Lors waved excitedly as the two vehicles glided farther south. 
Malick instructed Violet to stop for the night on the beach due north from where the Ruby Bird Portal was located according to Creeper and Stam.  His company of explorers lounged on the warm beach, and then caught various monstrosities yielding an unusual dinner.  They slept aboard the cruisers, which hovered several feet above the sand in an effort not to become the evening meal for a myriad of other monstrosities rising from the ocean in search of nightly sustenance.
The next morning they embarked on a southerly trajectory, as Creeper and Stam instructed Violet on subtle course corrections.  Redd immediately ordered an increase in altitude of 150 feet, citing near demise from a great eel-like fish on their first visit to the Isle of Wind.  Malick was relatively certain the Ruby Bird Portal was located somewhere on the island.  He couldn't fathom the idea it would be located in, or on, the open ocean.  The temperature gradually grew warmer the farther south they ventured, and the winds remained steady at ten miles an hour traveling from east to west.  By maintaining a fast pace, they reached the island mid-afternoon.  The winds were now a steady twenty miles an hour, and the temperature had increased to an uncomfortable level as far as he was concerned.  The island’s geography was as Redd had described, long and shaped like a dumbbell with mountains at both ends reaching into the clouds that had gathered overhead and promised sporadic rain showers.
“See, I told you it was hot, Captain,” Redd’s voice rang out.
“I never doubted you, and you're right; except for the Imps, this heat and humidity will take some getting used to.”  Malick pointed to the dark clouds.  “Fortunately, rain seems imminent.  Plus, with any luck, we'll be leaving in the morning.  Violet, circle the island and get a fix on the portal’s position,” he instructed over the cry of the whistling wind.
Malick compared this island to the ones he had visited on Oberus.  There was really no comparison—this one was perfect.  Warm, shallow ocean waters spilled onto wide sandy beaches, which gave way to picturesque tropical vegetation abounding with flowers.  The mountains were covered with trees shrouded in a perpetual mist, and numerous waterfalls tumbled down the mountainsides into the jungles below.  Birds of every size and color graced the skies.  The words beauty and tranquility could’ve been formed on this island.
Malick, may we communicate in this fashion?  It seems more efficient given the background noise.
Yes, Violet.  Have you located the portal?
Yes.  It’s located near the western edge of the eastern mountain.  I detected a bay in the center of the island on our first passing.  If I enter through the bay, I should be able to get close to the portal.  That would minimize the distance you must traverse through the jungle.
I agree. Proceed.
A torrential downpour befell them upon entering the bay.  Typical of island weather, the rainstorm was over by the time they reached the inland beach.
“Malick, the bay butts against the mountain in front of us.  According to Stam, the portal is located where the bay and mountain meet.  However, I detect no opening with any of my visual sensors,” Violet relayed.
“Proceed to where Stam estimates the portal opening to be, then slow to a crawl.”
Moments later, Jukk shouted.  “Look, vines are growing over an opening to a grotto beyond.  The opening is twenty degrees starboard.  Do you see it, Violet?”
“Yes, proceeding at a crawl.”
“As we pass through the vines, we can cut an opening with our Laswords, Captain.”  Jukk wielded his Lasword.
“Agreed.  Gal and Pal will help us.”  Malick beckoned to the pair of Redulins. 
As the quartet severed the dangling vines, Bit and Byte cleared them from Violet’s deck.  The green afternoon glow of the sky ignited the mossy interior of the cave to a vivid-green blaze. 
They passed over the glassy waters of the grotto to a sandy beach at the far end.  Upon mounting the beach, a white radiance inflamed the ceiling, and the darkened interior of the cave was revealed.  They had tripped a sensor illuminating the Ruby Bird Portal.  Against the cave’s rear wall stood a giant ruby monolith, shimmering with brilliance.
Lumina’s eyes opened wide.  “It’s beautiful,” she remarked.
“Indeed.”  Malick turned to his crew.  “Anchor the vehicles.  We'll spend the night in the cave.  Jukk, Redd—after we’ve inspected the portal, put together a team and take Violet to explore the bay.  Bring back some island cuisine for dinner and tomorrow’s breakfast.”
“With pleasure, Captain,” Jukk boomed, rubbing his hands together in delight.
Within a few steps of where they landed, Malick passed through the now-familiar force field on his way to the ruby obelisk.  The Ruby Bird Portal was very similar to the Sapphire Bird Portal in that it was an unassuming end to a cave.  If you removed the glowing ceiling and obelisk, it would appear the same as any other cave. 
Malick studied the blushing obelisk and found the familiar bird symbol within a triangle.  The same bird engraving that was on his medallion appeared below the triangle, and just below that, the engraving he assumed belonged to the quadrant south of the bird quadrant.  This new design beheld the likeness of—an Octoplex?
“Nab, please come here,” he called out.
“Yes, Captain.”
“Your expertise is aquatic life on Aquis, isn’t it?”
“Yes, Captain.”
“What does this engraving remind you of?”  He pointed to the newest bas-relief.
Beside Nab, Nep gasped.
Nab studied the engraving intensely.  “I believe Nep is correct in her astonishment.  The etching is a precise match to the outline of an Octoplex suspended within a circle.”
“Confide in the other Imps.  At dinner tonight, I’d like you to give us a detailed understanding of everything you know about an Octoplex.  This likeness may depict a genuine Octoplex—then again, it may only resemble a creature that looks like an Octoplex.  And just because the Octoplex on Aquis is deadly doesn't mean an analogous creature from Sworld carries those same deadly traits.  Consult with Pota and Squa.  See if Oberus offers comparably shaped creatures.”
“This is fascinating, Captain.  I’ll consult with the others,” Nab assured him.
Malick walked away from the obelisk, but he turned in time to see Nab’s fingers trace the outline of the new bas-relief over and over.
***
Jukk and Redd returned with two sizable purple fish with axe-shaped heads and what looked to be a pile of flat, semicircular rocks.
“The exotic fish look delicious, but why did you bring back rocks?”  Malick queried the pair.
“Kel got all excited when he saw them on the bottom of the bay.  Since he dove in after them, I’ll let him explain,” Jukk shrugged and turned his hands upward.
“Captain, these objects you refer to as rocks are an exact match to what we Imps call oysters, although these are three times the size of the ones on Aquis.  I believe the oysters we’ve found belong to the same family of creatures as the ones you refer to as clams.”
Kel picked up an oyster and held it out to Trell.  The monstrous mollusk filled Trell’s enormous outstretched hands.
Trell looked at Malick, mystified.  “Why would I eat a rock?”
Redd and Jukk snorted in unison.  “Exactly!”
Kel plucked the oyster from Trell’s palms.  “It’s not a rock; it merely resembles one.”  He thumped the oyster.  “This is only its outer shell.  When you boil it, the creature inside dies and the shell splits apart.  As I said, the oyster is similar to the clam, except the oyster’s shell has a much tighter fit.  You can pry it open with a sharp knife or simply boil it in water.  Only a starfish, which is common on both our worlds, is able to pry open that shell without tools.  A starfish is devilishly powerful, you know.  Like a clam, the oyster is mostly a muscle, but its flavor is very different.  Trust me, you’ll find it delicious.”
“I’ll try one and so will Husband,” Trell rumbled, slapping Redd on the back.
“Husband and I’ll start the fire,” Jukk said mockingly.  “Kel’s in charge of cooking tonight.  Apparently, rocks are his specialty.”
Kel let out an exasperated grunt, which made Nep giggle.
“I’ll help you cook.  Rocks require a particular touch,” she teased.
Malick singled out Redd before Jukk could coerce Redd into gathering firewood.  “Tell me about the island.”
“Not much that I haven’t already told you.  It’s the perfect tropical island.  Plenty of drinking water and wildlife abounds on land and in the ocean, particularly in the bay.  If it weren’t so hot, I’d vote we relocate here, Captain.”
“What kind of terrestrial wildlife is there?”
“Herbivores that resemble pigs, something bear-like which climbs the trees and eats the gigantic nuts, birds about half the size of the Runners but which walk unbelievably slow.  The truth of it is, Captain, all the wildlife on the island seems very stupid and lackadaisical.”
Malick let out a belly laugh.  “That's because these native animals have no predators.  There’s simply no reason for them to be worried, let alone fast or cautious.  My only hope is that Zul doesn't wipe them out with indiscriminate hunting.  That would show a high order of selfish stupidity.”  He chose to think better of the savage creature they had introduced to this idyllic island.  “By the way, did you see any sign of her?”
“No, Captain, but that isn’t surprising.  The island is much larger than it seems.  We could spend months here and not cover all of it.”  Redd grinned as he pointed toward the dying fire Jukk had built.  “Look, Captain.  The rocks are done.”
Kel instructed everyone to sit around the fire.  When they were comfortable, Nep presented each of them with a huge leaf, on which Kel placed a steaming oyster.  When Kel was through, he turned to the group.  “Begin.”
Jukk stared down at the hot rock in his lap.  “How do you eat this—ah, rock?”  A small chuckle burst from his lips.
Kel’s white hair flew side-to-side as he shook his head in frustration.  “Nep and I will demonstrate.”  They held their oysters out front and pried them open by inserting their fingers into the slits as far as they would go.  Snapping off the empty upper halves of the shells, they discarded them into the waning embers.  Holding the lower halves up to their mouths, they poured the contents down their throats with a loud slurping sound.  “Ah, delicious!” they proclaimed with relish.
The rest of the Imps mimicked their actions, and each ended with a similar joyful “Ah.”
Redd’s mouth turned down with disgust.  “How about those of us who chew?”
“Watch husband.”  Trell pried open her oyster, stabbed the whitish creature with her forefinger’s claw, and placed it in her mouth.  As she chewed, a broad smile stretched across her face.  “Good.”
One by one, the others pried open their oysters, stabbed the musculature inside with a knife, and began chewing—and chewing, and chewing.
Redd’s face was a mask of culinary indecision.  Finally, he swallowed.  “I guess it was good, but mine was full of sand.”
“None of them were dropped in the sand after cooking.  I’m sure of that,” Kel told him staunchly.
Malick came to his rescue.  “For those of us who chew, I believe its mouthfeel is naturally gritty.”  He regarded Kel with a cocked brow.  “Thank you for introducing us to oysters.  Who knew rocks could taste so good?”
Laughter rippled through the crowd. 
For the rest of the evening and into the deep-navy night’s glow, the conversation was light and festive as every oyster was consumed, much to Kel’s delight.
At one point, Nab rose to his feet.  “The Captain asked me to report on the Octoplex, since the quadrant to the south of here appears to house something similar in shape.”  He paused, organizing his thoughts.  “The Octoplex is an invertebrate that lives in water.  The only two parts of its body that are not soft are its three pointed teeth, located in the center of its body, and its poisonous spurs, located at the end of each of its eight arms.  This affords the creature extreme flexibility.  The Octoplex is able to maneuver into tight places for protection.  Like Kitty, it has the ability to alter the color of its rubbery skin, yet it doesn’t have the ability to bend light, an ability Kitty demonstrates.  Between the fluidity of its structure and its superb camouflage, most Octoplexs are never seen when hiding.  Each possesses a series of suction cups, located up and down each arm, but unlike those of the starfish, the Octoplex’s suction cups can be activated independently, can distinguish between different artifacts in its grasp, and can vary the intensity with which it grasps.  These traits allow the Octoplex to manipulate objects and build shelters.  It’s even been claimed it can use objects in self-defense.”  Nab perused his captive audience.  “The Octoplex is highly intelligent for an invertebrate.  It has demonstrated the ability to find its way through mazes and then remember that path in future trials.  Another of its unusual attributes is it uses copper as an oxygen-transport system within its body.  This adaptation is quite ingenious, as copper is more efficient in carrying oxygen to vital tissues and organelles in lower oxygen-pressure environments and colder temperatures.
“Pota reported there are microscopic eight-legged invertebrates that live in brackish waters on Oberus, but nothing one is able to observe with the naked eye.”  He gave Malick a curt bow.  “That's all I have to report, Captain.”
“Very good.  Thank you, Nab.  After we visit the quadrant to the east, we'll visit the quadrant to the south and see just how intelligent this eight-legged creature is here on Sworld.”




CHAPTER 32:  Click
The grotto was warm, quiet, and safe.  Morning came quickly, and Malick had the vehicles removed to the portal’s containment field.
“Lumina will use her medallion to transport us to the Sapphire Bird Portal to ensure our complete comprehension of the portals’ functions.  It's my understanding a medallion that fits into an etched likeness on an obelisk—but isn't the same gemstone as the obelisk—will cause everything within the portal’s inclusion field to be transported to the portal matching the medallion’s gemstone and design.  Lumina’s medallion represents the bird quadrant, and the gemstone within her medallion is sapphire; so we’ll all be transported to the Sapphire Bird Portal.”  Malick paused to take the measure of his crew.  “Does anyone disagree?”
His question was met with silence.
“Very well, let’s get started.  Lumina, initiate transport.”
She placed her medallion within the etched likeness on the ruby obelisk.  A red flash burned into the retinas of Malick’s eyes, even though they were closed.  Similar to the previous times, he sensed no feeling of movement. 
Opening his eyes, Malick viewed the waterfall at the far end of the cave gushing into the mountain lake near the home of the Wafts.
“As hypothesized, we're now in the Sapphire Bird Portal.  To finish our investigation of the transportation portals—when a medallion is fit into an etched likeness on an obelisk that matches the gemstone and quadrant on the medallion, we should be transported to a portal with the same gemstone obelisk, but in the adjacent quadrant to where the current portal is located.  So, when Lumina inserts her medallion into this obelisk, we should be transported to the Sapphire Blob Portal.”  Malick pointed to the crystalline-blue pillar next to Lumina.  “Our only assumption is that we're looking for a life form represented within the etched design below where the bird medallion would be placed.”  His fingers traced the design.  “As you can see, there isn't much to go on, only a blob shape.  Dangers may lurk everywhere, so stay focused and help each other if necessary.  Any questions or disagreements?”
Again, there was silence.
Malick gestured to Lumina, who placed her medallion within the sparkling sapphire pillar.  This time an azure brilliance enveloped them.  It felt calming and peaceful after the crimson onslaught they’d just experienced. 
They found themselves in another cave whose mouth opened to a broad lake, which appeared to simply melt into the blue-green sky.  As Malick had expected, he found himself standing next to another sapphire obelisk.  The bird-medallion etching and the blob-medallion etching were also inverted, just as he had deduced.  The triangular relief above both of those etchings enclosed the blob likeness.
“I believe our summations of the portals’ functions are correct,” he said aloud.    “Board the cruisers, and let’s see what this quadrant holds.  Violet, take us to the far end of the lake.  Go slowly, and stop at its edge.”
Upon exiting the cave, they found themselves gliding over a glassy lake with a mountain of rock rising behind them and only sky in front of them.  It was a cloudless morning, and he heard the murmur of a gentle breeze.  He took a deep breath, and cold air rushed into his lungs.  It was a biting cold, and it felt wonderful.
The sky cast Nep in a bluish blush, which made her shivering form appear even colder.  “Captain, we didn’t come prepared for this frigid temperature.” 
“If it remains this cold, we'll turn back,” he assured her before turning his focus on what was beyond the lake.  It wasn’t until they’d reached the edge of the lake, which ended in a shear drop-off, that the peril of their situation became evident.
Kitty not look.  Kitty not fly.
Don’t worry.  As I've said before, you're safe.  Lie down and close your eyes.  I’ll wake you when it's time to disembark.
Malick projected his voice so everyone could hear him.  “If you have vertigo, I advise you to sit in the center of your cruiser and close your eyes.”
When Violet finally came to a stop, Malick took stock of their precarious situation.  He could see for hundreds of miles before them and thousands of feet beneath them.  The lake emptied over a vertical wall of stone, which descended onto vast forests and lust meadows that stretched to the horizon.  The gently undulating countryside beneath them encapsulated picturesque rivers emptying into evenly spaced lakes, surrounded by what appeared to be impeccably manicured meadows leading to symmetrically positioned trees within properly aligned forests. 
Malick was sure he was just overreacting to yet another unbelievably pleasing Sworld landscape.  They were too high above the countryside to resolve any wildlife, save another Savage, and he felt sure this backdrop held no such monstrosities.  That would be unthinkable. 
“Deploy the water catches,” he shouted to Violet.  “Take us to the valley below!”
They were still hundreds of feet from the valley floor when the waterfall tumbling down from the lake dispersed to a fine mist.  The mist drifted upon the jagged rock-fall at the base of the cliff.  Thick red and green mosses grew in tangled clumps scattered here and there that housed brightly colored amphibious creatures, which resembled newts on Oberus.  Malick was studying them when he noticed Kel and Nep shaking violently amidst the cold, unrelenting mist.
“Violet, take us to the river ahead and lower the ballast tubing.  Bring us to twenty feet above the river,” Malick said loud enough for Redd to hear.
By the time the two cruisers were lowered into position, the warmer temperatures on the valley floor fell over them like a warm blanket.
“Well, at least I was cool for an hour or two,” Redd lamented.  “On the bright side, I’m glad the Imps are happy.”
“Thank you, Redd.  This is much better.”  Las stretched her arms out and let the heat enfold her.
Malick pointed to his left.  “There’s a lake to the north,” he called out.  “We’ll stop there and let Jukk catch lunch.  Forestland borders this meadow; we'll stay in the center.  Violet, take us slowly to the lake.  Stay about ten feet above the grasses.”
They skimmed above the grassland, watching a gentle breeze blow through the blades and set them shimmering in various hues of green under the emerald sky.  The grasses were much higher than Malick had originally thought, as much as ten feet tall in most places, and moved in unhurried, hypnotic waves across the prairie.  Their pace matched the lazily swaying meadow, and the languid landscape lulled them to listlessness.
The scene remained unchanged when Wren whirled around and shouted, “Captain, look behind us.  Something is stalking us!”
Wren was right; Malick had sensed something even before he discerned five staggered streaks in the grasses following them.  Whatever they were, they rose no taller than six feet, but appeared to possess great speed if they could match Violet’s pace while plowing through the thick grassland. 
“Stop!” he ordered.
As the vehicles slowed, so did their stalkers.  The creatures lingered, lagging a discreet distance away.  On cruiser 1, Stam and Creeper unrolled themselves and scanned the landscape.
Malick, listen.  Do you hear them hunting us?  Stam sent.
Yes.
“Everyone keep quiet and listen,” Malick said in a hushed whisper.
“Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.”
“Click, click.”
“Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.”
“Click, click.”
Redd’s voice rang out over the grasses as he pointed north, then west, south, and east in rapid succession.  “Captain, look around us.”
Malick gave their surrounds a thorough read.  Dozens of lines were developing in the grasses, with the cruisers forming the nexus.
“Captain,” Wren hissed out, “whatever they are, they’re communicating with each other, surrounding their prey, preventing its escape, and increasing their chances of a kill—all at the same time.  It shows a higher level of intelligence than simply hunting in a pack.  This is wonderful!”
Since he was reasonably sure, they were the prey Wren was talking about, Malick didn’t share her enthusiasm.  He continued to listen carefully, hoping to pick up on anything that might put them in a more advantageous position.
“Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.”
“Click, click.”
“Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.  Croak, click, cackle.”
“Click, click.”
The lines in the grasses made by the new arrivals stopped at the same distance from the hovering vehicles as their established counterparts.
“Croak, cackle.  Croak, cackle.  Croak, cackle.”
“Click, click.”
“Click, click.”
As Malick peered aft of Violet, a single predator shot out in a straight line.  Just as quickly, a line formed in the grasses as the creature darted for them—this time traveling much faster.  The creature was less than five feet from them when the grasses parted, and it burst into the air, flinging itself at Violet with its jaws open wide.  Dozens upon dozens of gleaming white daggers flinging saliva through the air headed straight for Zuri. 
Paralyzed with shock, they gaped at the beast—except for Ram, who reached out and snared it by the throat just as its jaws snapped shut inches from Zuri’s face.  Zuri turned pale, took a step backward, and fainted.  Bota caught her before she hit the deck.  Meanwhile, Ram continued to hold the struggling creature at arm’s length, watching it claw at his metallic arm as it tried to escape.  The backdrop exploded with a frenzied cacophony of foreign tongues.
“Croak, cackle.  Croak, cackle.  Croak, cackle.”
“Click, click.”
“Click, click.”
“Up ten feet,” Malick ordered Violet.  “You too, Redd.  Hurry!”  Then,  “Don’t kill it,” he yelled to Ram.
Within seconds, another creature burst from the grasses, aiming itself straight for Lumina.  But Violet had anticipated his order, and as she maneuvered them out of harm’s way, the beast screeched in anguish, thrashing in frustration as the prey it had coveted ascended out of its reach. 
Malick returned his attention to Ram, now clutching the lifeless creature.  “I asked you not to kill it.”
“The creature isn't dead, Captain.  It’s merely pantomiming death.  I can detect its heart still beating beneath my grasp.”
“An interesting survival tactic.”  Malick paused, considering the situation.  “Squa, are those scales covering the creature?  If so, it certainly falls under your area of expertise.”
Squa stepped next to Ram and examined the unusual creature closely.  “You're correct, Captain.  It appears to be reptilian.  See here,” he danced his fingertip lightly across the creature’s hind end, “the lower half of its body and its head are covered with dense scales, in contrast to its thorax, abdomen, and arms, which are sheathed in a thick leathery skin.  However,” his finger tapped the creature’s smooth skull, “this head resembles no reptile I’ve ever seen.  If I had to speculate, I’d say it’s a cross between a shark and a snake.  The long muscular tail and four legs are reminiscent of an abnormally huge lizard, yet the upper body and arms are a throwback to the ancient reptiles of Oberus that walked on two legs.”  Squa gingerly lifted one of the creature’s withered arms between his thumb and forefinger.  “These arms and clawed fingers function only to rip and tear the flesh from its prey.  And, as we’ve just seen, this creature is incredibly fast and strong.  Not only that, its hunting tactics are far more sophisticated than any reptilian wildlife I’m familiar with, although there are several different reptiles on Oberus that play dead to catch their prey unaware, or to fool potential predators into thinking they're undesirable prey.”
“Is there anything more we can learn without killing it?”  Malick asked.
“Not without caging it.”
“Wren, Rul?”
“I agree with Squa,” Wren replied.
“So do I.  I think we should release the creature,” Rul added.
“Agreed.  Go ahead Ram, release it.”
As soon as Ram released the creature, it began running in the air, only to plummet to the ground.  Under cover of the grasses, it picked up speed rapidly as it raced back to its fellow brethren.  “Cackle.  Croak.  Croak.”
“Click, click.”
“Click, click.”
Malick watched the grasses part as the lizard creatures swiftly dispersed into the meadow’s expansive recesses.
Daxx peered over the edge of the cruiser.  “Do you think this biosphere is the creature’s realm?  Like the birds are to the quadrant we landed in?”
“They didn’t look like blobs to me,” Jukk countered, straight-faced.
“Let’s save our analysis for later,” Malick said.  “Violet, continue toward the lake.” 
Every once in a while Malick looked behind them, into the grasses.  At first he noticed nothing, then far off in the distance, he once again caught sight of the grasses parting.  Every so often, a lizard’s head darted above the grass, only to submerge again within the gently swaying landscape.




CHAPTER 33:  Odd Ones
As the day wore on, they headed north.  So did their pursuers, never letting up, yet maintaining a discreet distance between themselves and the cruisers.  Midday came and went, with Malick repeatedly conjuring up his earlier observations from the cliffs to verify his belief their current course would lead them to the lake he sought.  Yet, the farther north they traveled, the more his unease grew.
“Captain, come look!”  Jukk shouted.  “We’re approaching a bunch of large animals.”
Everyone surged to their feet and looked ahead.
“Large is an understatement,” Malick said mildly.  “Raise the cruisers another twenty feet, then reduce speeds by half,” he barked.
Jukk’s large animals turned out to be a herd of giant herbivores grazing in the prairie.  Easily twenty feet to the shoulders, these plodding beasts never even raised their heads from their grassy meal as the explorers passed above them.  Malick ran his eyes over the four sturdy legs that supported a body twenty feet in length and at least ten in width.  The front half of the creature was sheathed in thick, heavily scarred, leathery skin, while its rear was draped in long fur.  Each laborious step on its bulky rounded footpads left deep impressions in the fertile landscape. 
A population of smaller deer-like animals grazed amongst the larger beasts.  At the explorers’ approach, they bounded about madly, dashing in front of the cruisers, crisscrossing over each other’s paths in an attempt to escape the unknown arrival.  Malick watched a four-pronged buck lead its group straight into an immense pack of boars.  Numbering in the hundreds, the boars were too preoccupied reducing the grassland to stubble to pay the cruisers much heed. 
So engrossed by the wildlife, Malick didn't even notice the lake until it was almost upon them.  The calm blue-green waters stretched out across the prairie, bracketed between forests on the east and west sides.  The long ride of the day had given him a new scale of distance; he guessed its width at close to forty miles.  Even with his extraordinary vision, he couldn't see the northern shore.
Kitty hungry.
You can hunt soon.
“Violet, take us over the lake, one hundred feet from land, and proceed east along the shoreline.”  Malick addressed his crew next.  “We'll stop for the night near the eastern shoreline.  Stay observant.”  He drew closer to Jukk and said,  “How does boar for dinner sound?”
“I was about to say the same thing.”
As they approached the forest at the eastern edge of the lake, Malick surveyed the trees stretching 200 feet into the emerald sky and filling the horizon from north to south.  The regularly spaced trees seemed to flourish in this quadrant’s monotone climate.  Each tree displayed stout, far-reaching branches, which intertwined with their neighbors.  Starting at thirty feet above the forest floor, the branches symmetrically spiraled the trunks at ten-foot intervals to the top, forming a dense canopy.  Their leaves fluttered in the breeze and were the size of his outstretched hands.  Each leaf sported a green so dark he thought they were black at first glance.  Dangling from every limb were heavy red-leafed vines swaying to and fro.
When a sudden clamor assailed their ears, he searched the upper levels of the trees and saw birds with long, multicolored tails screeching, and monkeys with even longer tails yipping wildly.
“Captain.”  Jukk nudged Malick, ripping away his fascination with the monkeys swinging from limb to limb and vine to vine.  “Permission to take cruiser 1 and a small hunting party to procure dinner.”
“Permission granted.”  Malick raised his voice.  “Violet, lower us to one foot and proceed to the short grassy area just outside the forest.”
“Will I be remaining there until morning?”
“Yes.”
Kitty nuzzled his hand.  Kitty hungry.
You saw the many families of cats along the way?
Kitty saw.
You realize they're not your friends?
Kitty knows.  Kitty ‘specia’.
What does special mean to you?
Special mean Kitty live isolated and alone, except for Parent and little metal friends.
Malick winced, but didn't disagree.  Take Bit and Byte and go with Jukk.
Smoke from the campfire kept the wildlife distant and the sizzling boar tasty.  Since finding the lake, they had counted eleven different varieties of deer, three of boar, two of felines, and five of massive uncategorized herbivores.
“Captain,” Squa spoke up, “Rul and I were discussing the herbivores, and we agree that at least two of the varieties share traits from both mammals and reptiles.  We believe them to be warm-blooded reptiles with hair instead of scales.  That would give rise to a broad base of unusual creatures and also explain the unique physiology of the Grass lizards that stalked us this morning.”
“Grass lizards?” Redd cut in.  “I like Praizards better.”
“Quiet, Husband.”  Trell’s loving hand snaked around the back of his neck.  “Another stupid name.”
“Grass lizards it is!”  Jukk christened their latest enemy.
“Enough, you two,” Malick broke in, restoring order.  “Any other observations?”
“Yes, Captain,” Wren volunteered.  “I believe Squa’s statement might also apply to one of the monkeys I saw.  It was as tall as Trell, but with a scaly torso and limbs ending in hefty claws that dug into the tree rather than clasped it.  To take it further, it’s entirely possible a mixture between mammalian and reptilian DNA would also endow such creatures with a combination of physiological capabilities.  Meaning, if I cut the tail off the huge monkey, it might just grow back!”
***
A quiet hush enveloped the forest, ushering in nightfall, while Malick lay next to Lumina.
“Sworld offers us yet another striking backdrop filled with fascinating creatures,” she said, as the last hints of green faded from the sky.
“I prefer this quadrant over the Acotylite quadrant,” Malick admitted, gathering her against him.  “It's more predictable in landscape and more imaginable in wildlife.  A sentient plant is hard to believe, even if you have held a lengthy conversation with one.”
Her laugh was soft and beautiful.
“Give me mammals, reptiles, or a mixture of both any day.  For some unfathomable reason I trust them more.”  He wasn’t sure if Lumina had heard him, because she was breathing deeply, already asleep.
Parent.  Do you feel them?  Kitty crept over and stretched out beside him.
Feel them?  Who?  What?
The Odd ones.  Kitty sense them watching.
No, I sense nothing out of the ordinary.  Are they hunting us?
No.  Only watching.  Kitty protect.  Parent sleep.




CHAPTER 34:  Trouble
Green was creeping into the cobalt sky just as creatures were gathering closer to their camp to catch a smell or glimpse of the strange invaders. 
Malick awoke sluggishly.  He was extricating himself from Lumina’s embrace when he sensed an unusual awareness.  The day before he had dismissed the feeling as inconsequential, attributing it to his own exhilaration at exploring a new quadrant.  Today, he reconsidered.  Perhaps this sensation is what Kitty had meant by the Odd ones.  How could he have missed it?  He knew why immediately.  It was because he was doing it again, rushing through life, instead of savoring it.
Thinking back, it had always been so.  Try as he might to stop it, the future beckoned him, sometimes at the expense of the present.  It felt as if a biological metronome was ticking within his very DNA, telling him time was of the essence—hurry, hurry, hurry.  Why, he had never understood.  After all, when was he going to grow old?
Shaking off his emotional sojourn, he refocused on the new sensation burning brightly in his mind.  What creature could possibly put forth such an intense life force?  As the feeling deepened, Malick shot to his feet, eyes scanning the trees to the east.  When his visual scrutiny and mental senses homed in on the same creature, he felt a quiver crawl through his body.  His infrared vision augmented his ability to see in the visible spectrum in the dim light of dawn, revealing a reptilian-simian creature close to his stature, yet at least three times his bulk.  Its tail hung limp beneath the branch on which it was resting and was about six feet in length, smooth and hairless with a heavy musculature. 
Malick felt a presence emanating from the mighty creature.  More than just curiosity, its leer held intelligence.  It was observing them.  He could discern no more from this distance, only this lone, highly unusual beast among the throng of waking creatures within the range of his senses.  It wasn’t a threat.  Kitty’s name was a good choice—the Odd ones.
He dismissed it for the time being, and looked away.
***
“Captain.”  Ivyy tapped his shoulder.  “I’ve found four singular fruits within a stone’s throw of our camp.  The trees are laden, and the few I picked will last us days.”  She grinned up at him.  “And yes, Pixel has checked for any undesirable compounds that we know of.”
“And for those of us who want real food,”  Jukk countered, “I caught ten fresh fish, and we still have leftover boar.”
Malick returned Ivyy’s grin.  “Thank you, Ivyy.  I look forward to sampling the new fruit.”  He paused to watched Jukk nimbly debone a fish.  “I’ll also eat whatever meat Kitty doesn't finish, Jukk.  I'm famished this fine morning.”  His grin broadened.
“I’m glad you’re hungry, Captain, because Kitty turned her nose up when I offered her a fish.”  Jukk flicked his wrist ever so slightly, causing the fish in the skillet to flip in the air before deftly catching it and returning the skillet to the hot coals.
Malick moved to his cat, knelt beside her, and stroked her mane.  Relax, Kitty.  You won’t become like the Gliders if you eat fish.  Your diet is very diverse.  We talked about this before, remember?
Kitty understand.  Kitty not hungry.
Are you sick?
No.  Kitty done.
Done with what?
Kitty adult now.  Kitty done growing.  Kitty adult like Parent.
When did you realize you were an adult?
This morning.
Oh.  Well, congratulations.
Parent.
He rose and went to sit beside Lumina and Nep, who was staring silently at Kitty.
“Is Kitty all right?”  Nep asked.  “She isn’t sick, is she?”
“Kitty is more than all right.”  Malick looked around at his crew and projected his voice to include them in the conversation.  “The reason she isn't hungry this morning is because she is an adult now.  She came to this realization this morning.”
Several bouts of laughter erupted from the group.
“I'm serious,” Malick said staunchly.
“Captain, are you saying Kitty told you she is now fully mature, and that she won’t be growing any longer?”  Wren asked.
“Yes, but perhaps not so eloquently.”
“And you still expect us to believe she is simply a Mistcat, Captain?”  Wren challenged.
Before he could reply, Redd weighed in.  “Finally!  Your cat is already bigger than me and Jukk combined and weighs more than Ram.  If she were any bigger, we’d need another cruiser just for her.”
“I doubt she weighs more than Ram,” Malick joked.
More laughter erupted, and to his relief, Wren dropped the subject.
After breakfast, they filed back onto the cruisers, where Malick instructed them to follow the river feeding the lake.  “If I remember correctly,” he told them, “it passes through the forest and then turns north through another broad section of meadow.”
The dense canopy of the forest blotted out a significant portion of the blue-green glow emanating from the sky.  Most of the light filtering through came from the great prairies on either side.  The river passed lazily amid the trees and was home to a host of creatures lounging within its lethargic waters. 
A bizarre symphony of birdcalls and shrieks serenaded their passage.  Monkeys jumped and swung through the uncannily symmetric trees.  It seemed as if someone or something had given each tree its maximum space to grow, then provided the essential nutrients and water for each to reach its full potential.  Still remembering this morning’s distant encounter, he engaged his senses and searched for the reptilian-simian creature, but found nothing close to its quintessence. 
It took them less than an hour to traverse the woodlands and emerge into another meadow.  The river broadened significantly as they turned northward, then slithered through the lush grass on its way to places he hadn’t seen from the cliffs.  The emerald sky was clear of clouds, and the gentle breeze that had kicked up made the unspoiled landscape flow beneath them as if they were floating about in a dream.
It wasn’t until the crimson glow bathed the countryside, though, that Malick brought the team to a halt.  He had promised himself he wouldn’t hurry them through this quadrant; he was determined to enjoy its peacefulness and purity. 
“Jukk,” Malick shouted cheerfully, “catch us some lunch!”
After feasting on several species of mild-flavored bottom-feeders, Malick stretched out on the grass with his hands beneath his head, closed his eyes, and drank in the tranquility of their surroundings.
“Kitty’s appetite has certainly decreased, Captain,” Jukk said, holding up a single fishtail.  “She only ate one ten-pound fish instead of her usual three.”
“That will definitely make traveling easier,” Malick jested.
“Captain, have you noticed how short the grass is on this prairie as opposed to the one we traversed yesterday?”  Wren asked, as she swallowed the last of her fish.  “Except for some burrowing rodents and a smattering of hunting birds, we’ve seen absolutely no wildlife since emerging from the forest.  Odd, don’t you think?”
“No, I hadn’t noticed, and yes, it's odd.  Perhaps the herbivores are grazing elsewhere at the moment.”  Malick stretched his arms over his head and yawned.  “For now, we'll stay here and enjoy the moment.”
Why hadn’t he noticed the sudden absence of animals?  Maybe it was because he actually was relaxing for once.  That was a good thing.  Right?
***
“Ceen, may I talk with you?”
It was one of the new recruits, a sociologist.  She had only arrived a short time ago, yet she already showed great promise.
“Speak, I listen.”
“I was just in town when I overheard some locals talking.”
“I go to town.  You stay here, work hard.”
“I remember what you said, but I needed to get out.  I was going stir crazy in this mansion.  I’m sorry, but I need to tell you what I overheard.  They were drunk and looking for trouble.  They were talking about coming up here and finding out what is going on beyond the gates.  One of them called you a monster playing stupid.  An uproar began, and as I turned to go, I heard one of them say you were stealing children from the surrounding areas and trapping them in the old mansion. Another said it was the strangers like me who were ordering you to do it.  This is madness!  They’re coming!  I’m sure of it.  What will we do?”
“You do nothing.  Get others.  Go to eating place and stay.”
It had been ten years since the first recruit had entered the gates—ten years since he’d begun his institution of higher learning.  He’d hoped times had changed to the point that universities could once again exist in peace, but now he could see it had been wishful thinking on his part.  It had been just a matter of time before the locals figured out what was happening; obviously, they were on the wrong track. 
The time for running was over.
He went to his private room and picked up the only telephone in the mansion.  No one else even knew it existed.
“Westland Herald?”
“Yes, this is the Westland Herald.  How may I direct your call?”
“Editor-in-Chief, please.”
A pause followed.
“This is the editor, what can I do for you?”
“Are you familiar with the gated track of land ten miles south of the city?”
“Vaguely.  Is it the one that houses an old mansion reputed to be patrolled by dogs?”
“Exactly.  I've restored the mansion and converted it to the new Westland University.  For the last ten years, I've gathered faculty members from all over Oberyn and developed a vast array of diverse curriculums in preparation for its grand opening.  Unfortunately, a group of drunken townies has concocted a fairytale and stirred up the locals.  It’s come to my attention these folks are on their way to vandalize the mansion.  I'm calling to ask you to call the police, and then send a veteran reporter and photographer to cover what may turn out to be a riot.  Hopefully, that disaster can be adverted by the presence of law enforcement and a member of the press.  Afterward, I’ll show my gratitude by giving your reporter an exclusive interview and a tour of the new university.  How about it?”
“This smacks of a hoax.”
“I assure you it’s no hoax.  There are currently twenty-three faculty members in residence.  The university is now fully functional and can accept up to 500 students.  The mansion can house up to fifty.  The rest will take up residence in the town of Westland.  An exclusive interview will boost your circulation, and the influx of new students will substantially increase the town’s revenue.  Again, I promise you this is no hoax.  Remember: police, reporter, and photographer.  My name is Ceen.”
“Very well, I’ll send them—but hey, how will they recognize you?” 
“By my size.”
“Okay, I’ll pass along the request.  But be forewarned, if this is a hoax, I’ll have you arrested.”
After a brief silence, “Alright Ceen, they're on their way.” 
They're coming.  They're coming!
Captain!
***
Malick awoke with a start.
“Captain,” Luna yelled.  “Don't you feel that?  The ground is trembling—it’s an earthquake!”
Malick felt the shuddering; it was as if he was a grain of sand being vibrated across a tabletop.  “This doesn't feel like an earthquake.”
“You’re right,” Luna said, regaining her poise.  “It isn’t a deep vibration—just superficial.”
“Which feels like it’s increasing in strength.  Whatever is causing it seems to be drawing closer.”  Malick looked around to make sure everyone was present.  “Let’s get going.  Everyone calmly board your cruiser.  Violet, as soon as everyone is aboard, increase elevation to thirty feet.”
They were hovering above the prairie when the erratic thundering in the distance began to increase in volume.  Peering to the north, Malick saw a dark line stretching across the prairie, moving steadily southward.  As the pounding grew in amplitude, the line of darkness resolved itself into a stampeding herd of bison.  The great beasts were charging headlong across the prairie, throwing chunks of dirt and sod everywhere in their violent escape from something approaching from the north.  At this point nothing would stop them. Not the river, nor the occasional bison that would misstep, fall, and be trampled by the masses behind. And certainly not by his band of explorers.
Malick gestured to his crew.  “Proceed east to the next line of forest,” he shouted.  “We don’t want to be in the path of whatever is causing this stampede.”
Ten minutes later, they hovered safely among the trees, watching thousands upon thousands of bison, mad with fright, charge by them. 
It took almost half an hour between the passing of the first panicked beast and the last breathless one, which was doing its best not to be left behind.  The once picture-perfect prairie was now a mottled and chunky wasteland, dotted here and there with the trampled carcasses of the less fortunate.  Streaks of red emanating from the misbegotten few who’d once led the adrenaline-charged beasts floated down the newly muddied river.  The green sheen cast on the prairie from the afternoon sky gave a misplaced sense of tranquility to the desolation before them.
Malick turned to the others. “Did anyone see what caused that rampage?”
“Captain, I detect nothing but scavenger birds.”  Ram pointed to the ugly, black birds ravishing the carcasses.
“Captain,” Wren began, “grazing animals such as bison have very little mental capability.  A single snake in the grass, or a full-on attack by grass lizards, could’ve initiated the stampede.  They’ll only stop after they’ve tired, and I’ve no idea how long that might take.”
“Then I suggest we continue north and see where the event originated.”
After ten miles, the prairie morphed back into lush grassland.  The grass had been nibbled short, but the sod was still intact.  The first casualty of the stampede was a mile back and exhibited no signs of a predator attack, other than those left behind by the beastly scavenger birds.
Malick spent almost an hour scouring the prairie for signs of an attack or anything else that could’ve caused such pandemonium, but found nothing suspicious.
“This whole thing could’ve started because a snake slithered underneath one of the juvenile bison,” Wren said.  “It’s more than likely we’ll never know the real cause.”
“I agree, yet I'm still curious.   For our own safety, it would be prudent to gather as much information as we can.”  Malick looked toward the darkening sky, but saw no hint of blue.  “If I remember correctly, it's Triday.  Let’s find the river again and camp there for the evening.  I prefer to be out in the open tonight, considering the uneasiness of the day.  We'll sleep on the cruisers, above the river, as a precaution.”
The next morning dawned bluish-gray and drizzly.  Malick loved these types of days, even though the rest of his crew awoke grumpy and out of sorts.  As usual, the Imps huddled together, shivering from the slight chill. 
After a quick breakfast of leftovers, they proceeded north, following the broad river that meandered across the prairie beneath them.  Farther north, the rain dissipated, and the grassland looked almost manicured, while dewy rain clung to each blade of grass.
Malick, I can see a line of organized creatures just past the horizon, Stam sent.  They're carrying something metal.  It’s shining brightly in the radar portion of my vision.
Thanks for the warning, Stam.  They're still beyond my visual sight, but I can sense their presence.
Parent.  Kitty sense danger.
Yes.  I sense it too.
“Violet and Ram, slow to half our present speed.  Stam and Kitty see possible danger ahead, so I want everyone to be on the lookout.   Stam has detected creatures with metal objects.  Stand ready.”  Malick lowered his voice and looked squarely at Lumina standing beside him.  “Break out the Hyperrifle.”
Malick felt the creatures long before he saw them.  Whatever ‘it’ was that caused a living organism with even the slightest innervation to register as something he could sense was intensely emanating from these creatures.  Now that he fully understood the science behind mental telepathy, his ability to sense the ‘it’ within creatures from as far as a mile away presented him with his last unsolved mystery, scientifically speaking.  Why these creatures radiated as if they were a sea of beacons was more than intriguing. They drew him like a magnet.  When Malick could finally resolve a single creature distinctly, he could scarcely believe his eyes. 
It stood on four legs, but the legs were oriented in a circular fashion, as if touching the ground on the four points of a compass.  This arrangement gave it a very broad and stable base.  The legs were attached to the thorax in an arrangement similar to that seen in insects.  The first pair of arms inserted immediately above these attachments.  Another pair of arms connected several feet above them.  Even from a distance, he could see that the legs and arms were stout.  The upper pair of arms formed the shoulders on which a long, bony neck sprouted.  At the end of the neck perched an elongated, ovoid head.  The eyes looked oversized, and something was moving above the head.
Kitty not like Odd ones.  Kitty sense danger.
Are the Odd ones the creatures ahead of us?
Yes.  Odd ones different from others.
In what way?
Kitty not know.
If these creatures were the Odd ones, then what was the reptilian-simian creature he saw this morning?
“Captain, those don’t look like normal animals,” Redd uttered from the other cruiser.
“That’s an understatement,” Jukk added.  “And as hard as this is to believe, I think they’re carrying spears and swords.”
“Jukk is correct, Captain,” Gal stated flatly.  “I’m able to distinguish metal points on the spears.  They're also wielding well-crafted metal swords.”
“Well, it only took us two days to find intelligent life in this quadrant,” Daxx remarked.  “Hopefully they’re intelligent enough not to use those weapons they're carrying on us.”
“I'm guessing they can throw those spears no farther than 400 feet,” Malick replied.  “Does anyone see a weapon other than a spear or a sword?”
When no reply came, Malick gave the order.  “Violet, stay just above the grass and stop 400 feet from our soon-to-be friends.”
Trell punched the air with her fist and bellowed.  “They don’t look like friends.”
Malick raised his palm.  “Let’s not be too quick to judge.  I'm sure we seem as strange to them as they seem to us, especially since we're floating above the ground.”
At 400 feet from the peculiar creatures, they came to a stop.  The creatures numbered in the hundreds and formed a single line, as if to block any further advance.  In their current stance, each appeared to be as tall as Trell, but easily outweighed her.  In mass, the sight was formidable.  Both sides stared, trying to sum up what the other was and what the other was thinking. 
Malick could now clearly see that much of the creature’s body was covered in thin, hard plates.  The first thing that came to mind was an exoskeleton, as if it were a giant insect.  He discarded the idea immediately.  An exoskeleton would be far too heavy.  He calculated that the creature’s bodily plates must be incredibly light; they also appeared to interlock, similar to the scales on most reptiles.  The plates covered every part of the creature’s body except for its head.  The head itself looked like a bony skull with sunken eyeholes for protection.  That was where the similarity to mammals stopped.  The beast’s eyes were definitely compound in nature, and the mouth was composed of multiple pairs of mandibles.  The mandibles looked strong and menacing.  The last peculiar artifact was a feathery pair of antennae protruding above each compound eye. 
In the hush of the still afternoon, he could barely make out a noise emanating from them, as the sound was at the very top of his frequency range.
Creeper had heard them too, and his posh accent broke into Malick’s reverie.  “Malick, I’m detecting noise emanations from the creatures.  I believe it’s beyond your crew’s hearing.  It’s gaining in intensity.”
Malick took action, shouting, “Everyone except Redd make your way to the rear of your cruiser!”
While the others scrabbled to the stern, Stam and Creeper unrolled themselves and reared up to their full heights with their many legs extended.  They were undeniably intimidating.
“Malick, the chatter from the creatures has stopped,” Creeper reported.
“Redd, stand ready,” Malick called out.




CHAPTER 35:  The Chosen
Less than a minute passed before a creature charged and thrust its spear.  Though caught off guard, Malick was still able to twist sideways and pluck the spear from the air an instant before it would've plunged into his chest.  Twirling the spear in the air, he rammed the deadly tip into the ground.
“We come in peace!”  Malick screamed at the creatures.  “I'm Malick.  We're travelers.  Can you understand me?”
His words prompted them to swivel their heads toward one another.
“Malick, I can hear more chatter,” Creeper announced.
To Malick’s astonishment, the creatures began pounding the ends of their spears onto the ground in unison.  Then, just as abruptly, they stopped.  One by one, they lowered themselves to the ground in an awkward squat and remained perfectly still.  Several minutes passed with no movement.
Malick let go a sigh of relief.  “Stam and Creeper:  roll yourselves up.  Everyone else, get comfortable.  We'll stay here until those creatures initiate further action.  I suggest we eat something, as it may be a long night.”  Malick picked up his pack and started rummaging.  “Violet, let me know the instant one of them moves.”
From the bow of the other cruiser, Redd exaggeratedly pointed toward the small area of turf separating them from their would-be attackers.  “Captain, why remain so close?” 
“I believe any movement on our part may convey aggression or cowardice, neither of which is good if we want to understand them.”
“Malick,” Violet broke in.  “The one who threw the spear is approaching.”
“Redd, stand ready.” 
Redd already had his Lasword in hand.
The creature moved with incredible quickness, yet Malick didn't sense it was rushing, quite the opposite in fact.  This time it held no weapon.   When it was near the discarded spear, it stopped short.  Then, placing one footpad carefully in front of another, it crept forward slowly, deliberately, until it reached the spear sticking into the ground.   With a powerful motion, it reared back and pulled the spear from the ground.  Maneuvering it forward, it held it at arm’s length.  In one deft movement, it snapped the spear in half, as if it were a dry twig, then dashed both pieces to the ground.  Throwing its empty arms outward, it bent into a half crouch and tilted its head to one side.  Malick opened his mouth to speak, but it was already returning to its spot in line with its brethren.  Once there, the creature squatted back into its motionless position.
“Captain,” Daxx interceded.  “I assume its gesture was meant as some kind of truce, at least for the moment.  Is that your assessment?” 
“I concur.  Does anyone disagree?”  Malick let a few heartbeats tick off.  “No?  Then Violet, you're on watch again.”
Malick faced the static creatures, his legs dangling over the edge of Violet, as his hands continued fishing through his pack for a biscuit or two.
The night was taxing and pleasantly uneventful.  Triday’s rain had made the air sticky and heavy.  Morning came, and still the creatures remained stationary.  When the last threads of blue vanished from the emerald sky, Violet brought everyone out of their contemplative stupor.
“Malick, there is movement,” she cautioned.
Malick studied the creatures, especially the one who had broken its spear.  It was oriented north, witnessing the arrival of more of its kind.  At least another hundred stretched in a single line from north to south, marching to intercept the ones who had camped overnight.  Unlike the earlier wave, the new arrivals were not carrying weaponry, but held tall, brightly colored banners and percussion instruments.  Horse-drawn two-wheeled chariots—or at least something very akin to a horse and a chariot—marched rhythmically in the middle of the procession.
“I must be dreaming,” Jukk muttered under his breath.  “Those things are driving chariots?  How did they ever get anywhere near a horse—at least, I think that’s a horse—without spooking it to death?”
Wren scratched her head in disbelief.  “It certainly looks like a horse from this distance.”
Daxx pointed to a particularly ornate chariot near the head of the precession.  The wheels were made of a yellow metal with bejeweled hubs.  “If I had to guess, I’d say that’s royalty coming to greet us.”
Beside him, Nep pointed out the banners.  “Captain, they either understood you, or you scared them enough to summon someone of importance.”
“Somehow, I don’t think they scare that easily,” Lumina countered.
“Whatever the reason, it doesn't appear they’re reinforcing their numbers,” Malick pointed out.   “I'm hopeful they're here to communicate—if that's possible.”  He steeled himself for the ordeal about to unfold.
Another few minutes brought the new arrivals to a stop.  The creature that had broken the spear rushed forward to greet them.
“Malick, their chatter is resuming,” Creeper announced.  “But this time it’s in a more ordered fashion.”
Several minutes passed before the new arrivals made their way to the front to form a line between the armed creatures and the explorers.  Thus aligned, one of the chariots broke rank and passed through the lines, stopping halfway between the creatures and cruisers.  Its driver, clothed in bright-blue fabric, stopped, dismounted, and held its ground, as if waiting for someone or something to happen.  Without alerting the others to his intent, Malick vaulted from Violet and began striding purposefully toward the brightly adorned creature.
“Captain, I must…” Redd cried out.
Malick silenced him by raising his hand.
As Malick drew closer, he saw the creature held no weaponry, unless it was hidden from view.  Even so, he knew it would be no match for his Lasword.  At fifty paces from his quarry, he stopped and held his arms out to his sides.  Bending slightly at his knees, he tilted his head to the side.  The creature took a few steps toward him, as if to meet him halfway, before also extending its arms to the side in an imitation of Malick’s posture.  Then, each paced cautiously toward one another until they were a scant ten feet apart.
“My name is Malick.  Can you understand me?”
“Yes,” the creature belched out.
The noise expelled from the creature’s maw sounded like a frog trying to talk or a child burping out words to elicit laughter.  From that noise alone, Malick deduced that these creatures had no vocal cords.
“We're travelers who have come to this land in peace.  Will you welcome us?”
“Yes.  Please forgive our workers and overseers for their bad welcome.”
Malick relaxed his stance, going so far as to fold his arms behind his back in a non-hostile gesture.  “Their response was understandable.  I'm sorry if we frightened you in any way.  We're traveling this land so that we may learn about new forms of life and meet other intelligent beings like yourselves.”
“We're both new forms of life to one another.”  It made a gurgling sound.
Malick assumed the gurgle was laughter, or at least that's what it seemed like.
“Where do you come from?  We have not seen you in this place before.”
Malick pointed west.  “We come from across the great storm in search of new friendships.  We’d like to share our experiences with you and wish to learn more about your people and your culture.”
“You speak many of the words from the Providers.  The royalty speaks the words, so do the overseers.  We are few.  The workers are many.”  The creature turned, pointing behind to its brethren.  “They know enough to call royalty when …”  It hesitated, as if searching for the right word. 
When it failed to continue, Malick spoke.  “Who are the Providers?”
“They are the ones who made all.”  The creature moved its head in a circular fashion, as if studying Malick.  “They gave you that symbol around your neck, did they not?”
“Yes, they did.  Have you met them?”
“No one is that old.”
Again, Malick detected laughter, and this time a double croak escaped its mandibles.
“We have never seen an outsider.”  It lifted two of its hands in a welcoming gesture.  “I am King Coleop.  Will you follow me to our hive?”
Malick said nothing.
The King bent all four knees, lowering its body, and then tilted its head forward.  “You have nothing to fear.  The workers know of your coming and will not harm you.  Of this, I give you my honor.”
Malick bent forward at the waist, but kept his gaze fixed on the King.  “We would be delighted to see your hive and meet its occupants.  What are your people called?”
“We are the Chosen.  And your people?”
“We are Explorers.”
“There are many differences in your people. Why is that?” the King belched out.
“We have come together from many different places to live as one.”
“Then we see the same.  We also live as one mind.”  King Coleop pointed north.  “Follow us in your carriers.”




CHAPTER 36:  The Hive
While Malick was telling the others of the King’s request, the workers and overseers scurried off to the west in a tight, single-line formation.
“Violet, follow 100 feet behind the Chosen.”
“Captain, were you able to discern their,” Squa stopped, momentarily stumbling over her words.  “Classification?”
“No.  Although I did notice the skull itself has strong mammalian characteristics, but the compound eyes, dual sets of mandibles, and feathery antennae are obviously related to insects.  The thorax and dual sets of arms are reptilian in nature.  The lightweight interlocking plates covering the body appear to be a mixture of reptilian and insectan traits, while the legs-attachment points and overall structure is mostly Hexapoda in design.  I'm convinced the outer plates aren’t an exoskeleton, but rather a form of skin, or perhaps even a scale.  King Coleop’s manner of speech revealed he has no vocal cords, as he belched out words and phrases from either his lungs or stomach.  His choice of words and hierarchical structure resonate with the Arthropoda phylum as well.
“He went on to tell me that in this quadrant, the One—or the Ancients—are referred to as the Providers.  He also recognized my medallion as a gift from them.  At this point, I think we can assume he’s familiar with the set of medallions representing this quadrant.”
“Captain,” Las began, “don’t you find it peculiar that the ruling and overseer classes possess greater mental capabilities than the worker class?  I mean, from what I know of insects, the Queens possess the ability to produce massive amounts of eggs, and each class of insects below her are responsible for specific tasks in the colony.  I’ve never heard of a postulation of superior neurological capabilities.  Am I wrong?”
Malick shook his head.  “Everything I've learned thus far about the Chosen I find peculiar, but I agree with your deductions.  On Oberus, our understanding of insects is mostly limited by our wish to drive them away or kill them.  Very little is understood about their higher nervous system.  A perfect example is the four-winged dragonfly, one of the oldest surviving insects of the Hexapoda species.  What’s even more intriguing is that its aerial capabilities equal the computational power of our most sophisticated computers, yet its brain is smaller than a pinhead.  If our encounter with Yellow has taught us anything, it's that we know very little about the nervous systems of the living things around us.”
Jukk cast an eye toward the retreating army of creatures.  “We do know one thing about them.  They’re extremely ordered.  Look, Captain.  Not one of them is out of line.”
***
As the trek to the hive continued, so did the conjecture within his group.  Malick heard evolutionary explanations that ranged from insects, reptiles, mammals, insect-reptile hybrids, reptile-mammal hybrids, and insect-reptile-mammal hybrids to the unnatural exchange of DNA somewhere along the evolutionary tree as well as the supposition the Providers experimented with DNA interchange and aberrant gene-splicing. 
Letting the fanciful imaginations of his crew run rampant, Malick turned his focus on their escorts.  Remarkably, they maintained a steady pace of twelve miles an hour throughout the day, stopping only to water the horses and for the King to stretch his many legs. 
The first hints of blue had scattered in the sky when the top of the hive came into view.  Curiosity swiftly trumped Malick’s previous feelings of trepidation.  If his fellow crewmen were ripe with speculation this morning, he wasn’t sure what they were going to think when they got their first glimpse of the architectural masterpiece created by such a primitive species. 
Their reactions didn’t disappoint him, ranging from gasps of delight to baffled wonderment.
The architecture was simple in its basic building block—a half-spherical dome measuring twenty feet or so in diameter with at least one arch cut out for a doorway that connected to an adjacent dome.  This basic theme was repeated many times over.  More domes radiated out from the starter dome, so each had at least three or four other domes touching its circular perimeter.  This repetitive design covered several hundred feet in diameter.  A second tier of domes topped the ground layer, so that each dome rested on the top of the four domes beneath it.  The hollows between the domes were filled in to create the floors for the second layer of domes.  The structure continued upward in this manner until only one dome rose up on the top tier, supported by the tops of the four domes beneath it. 
That was how Malick imagined the hive was built, and that's what he imparted to his crewmen as an explanation.
“Fascinating, Captain,” Jett rejoined, as he scrutinized the hive.  “The building material doesn’t look like concrete from here, but more like hardened mud, judging by the dreary color.  I wonder if they enhanced the mud with straw, clay, or limestone?  If they applied a waterproofing sealant to the exterior, it would be an engineering masterpiece, as long as there are no earthquakes.  Luna has indicated to me no earthquakes of any consequence have occurred since our landing.  The stampede notwithstanding.”
“See Jett, wild speculation is easy once you get the hang of it,” Malick teased.
The ribbing continued, and the hive increased in scope as they grew near.  The last mile of the march home brought the Chosen out in hoards to hail the triumphant return of their King.  One by one, each worker scurried forward and lightly touched one of the King’s legs before scampering away.  This simple welcome, in and of itself, was no particular spectacle until you multiplied it by thousands.  It took over an hour from the first greeting to the last, which gave Malick the time he needed to inspect the hive and its surroundings.  He speculated that these were only the workers close to home, because most had already returned to the hive and disappeared behind darkened archways.
The surrounding grounds mixed animal pens and extensive gardens, and stretched far beyond his view.  The workers didn't seem particularly interested in him or his compatriots, and their form of travel garnered even less attention.  Malick found their lack of curiosity—well, curious.  He would’ve thought the sight of a ragtag band of foreigners tramping into their city a novel occurrence—at least one that would spark a modicum of inquisitiveness.
Malick and his crew were within a hundred feet of the hive when they came upon a procession of brightly attired royalty and overseers flanking the walkway leading toward what he assumed was the main entrance to the hive.  He ordered a halt to the cruisers.  Meanwhile, the Chosen continued to pour outward, while the King dismounted and stood before them.
“Welcome to our hive,” the King belched out.  “One of my overseers will show you to your quarters.  I ask that you join my royalty for the last meal of the day.  What do you eat?”
“We eat meat, fruit, nuts, and vegetables,” Malick informed him.    “We would be delighted to meet your royalty and partake of the last meal of the day with you.  You honor us greatly.” He bowed humbly.
“You know many words from the Providers.  We do not know vegetables.  We will give choices from our plots.”
With a tilt of his head, King Coleop retreated with agile ease before turning to his throng of welcoming royalty.  Malick noticed these Chosen didn't greet their King with the same subservience the workers had displayed; instead they treated him more as an equal—a fellow head of state who was merely in charge.
In time, both royalty and overseers retreated single file into the hive, with the exception of one, who lingered before the visitors.  A red cloth draped over this overseer’s shoulders, and it beckoned them to follow by moving a single pair of arms.
Malick looked towards Ram.  “Ram and Pixel, anchor both cruisers with stakes.”
Violet, alert me telepathically should any creature attempt to move or tamper with you.
Malick, do you suspect these Chosen of being deceitful?
No.  I don’t want you to be taken by surprise.  If you see unusual activity, alert me.
I’ve seen nothing but unusual activity since leaving the city, but if I see unpredictable activity, I’ll certainly let you know.
When the last of his explorers had disembarked, Stam and Creeper unrolled themselves, crawled over the edge, and plopped onto the ground.  Soon after, Kitty joined them, sparking a flurry of activity.  Within seconds, workers surrounded them, aiming spears at the shiny pair of giant mechanical centipedes and his great cat.
Malick, you're surrounded by armed Chosen.
Thank you, Violet, for stating the obvious.
The obvious to me is sometimes only apparent to you.
We'll discuss semantics later.
Malick turned toward the lone overseer.  “Do you understand the language of the Providers?”
“Yes,” it belched loudly.
“Then please tell your workers to put away their weapons.  These are my friends, and they will hurt no one.”
“Are your friends the metal ones with two legs and those with many?  Is that big cat also your friend?”
“Yes.  King Coleop gave us his word we would not be harmed.”
“You have not been harmed,” it said, brushing off his objection.
A barely discernible hum filled the air.
“Captain, they're communicating in what I assume is their native language again,” Pal pointed out.
The hum faded away, and workers dispersed as quickly as they had appeared.
Malick started at the overseer.  “Thank you.  Do you have a name?”
“Yes,” it belched forth.
Malick waited in silence until Ram and Pixel joined them.
Stam and Creeper, please don’t take this the wrong way, but would you mind remaining with the cruisers?  Your appearance can be frightening to the uneducated.  Do you understand?
Yes, they sent.
The metal-centipede robots crawled aboard Violet, but remained elongated.
Malick once again regarded the overseer.  “We're ready.  Please show us to our dwelling.”
Without saying a word, the overseer turned and scrambled toward the entrance with Malick’s team in tow.
Upon entering the darkened interior, they were astounded to see an enormous central room, lit only by phosphorescent rocks suspended in nets from the ceiling.  The hive had indeed been built as he had imagined, only the room in which they found themselves spanned six to eight of the hive’s individual units in width and four units in height. 
Even more astonishing was the view that greeted them.  Members of both royalty and overseer ranks casually crawled from the floor onto the walls, then across the ceiling.   From there, they retreated through open doorways that Malick assumed lead to the various layers and outreaches of the hive.  If their insect traits weren’t visually apparent, their ability to crawl vertically and upside down on surfaces made these traits quite obvious.
They followed their guide to the far end of the room, where it stopped and pointed one of its arms at an opening.  They tromped into the adjoining room, one by one.  Since the top of the arch was several feet above Trell’s head, neither she nor Malick needed to duck. 
The room was a single architectural unit.  To Malick’s surprise, luxurious pillows littered the floor.  He took roll of his crew, then turned to thank their guide, only to find it had disappeared.
Kitty not like Odd ones.
Why?
Odd ones bad inside.
“Not particularly friendly, are they?”  Daxx whispered, coming up alongside Kitty.
“No, I suppose not,” Malick muttered abstractedly. 
Snapping out of his introspective stupor, Malick brought his group close together so he wouldn’t be overheard.  “I sense no overt problems.  However, keep your guard up and covertly alert me if you see something that doesn't seem to fit.  Violet has already expressed to me that, in her estimation, everything about this place is unusual.  As always, use your best judgment.  And if they offer us fruit, have Bit or Byte test it first.”
Both Jukk and Redd gave out audible groans, but it was Redd who whined, “But Captain, Sworld has the best fruit.”




CHAPTER 37:  Food
An hour later, a Chosen draped in orange cloth came through the doorway and addressed Malick.
“We are sorry if the last overseer ordered to help you was bad.  If I do anything you find bad, let me know, and I will change my actions.  Please join us in the meeting room and sit facing the royalty, so we may see each other openly.”
“What is your name?”
“Bitula.”
“We would be honored to join you, Bitula.  If we inadvertently do something to offend any of the Chosen, please let us know so that we may not do it again.”
“King Coleop was right, you say many words from the Providers.  It has been so long for us,” the overseer lamented.  “It is you who honor us.  This way.”  Bitula extended his two lower arms toward the main chamber.
Malick led his group into the meeting room and sat cross-legged facing King Coleop with Lumina on one side and Kitty on the other.  The rest of his group fanned out in a straight-line, mirroring the royalty.
The King raised his many arms.  “Never before have we been visited by creatures from the other side.  This is a great day.  We welcome the Explorers to this place.  We ask for peace and that you stay with us, so we may become as one.”
“We're honored to be in your presence,” Malick assured him.  “We too have never met another intelligent creature from across the great storm.  We welcome the opportunity to stay with you, so we may both learn a great deal from one another.”
A belching chatter erupted.  “Many new words.”  “Words of the Providers.”  “Words spoken.”  “Thank the Providers.”
The King’s words erupted from his stomach.  “Quiet.  Quiet.”  When order in the King’s court had been regained, he said, “Bring in the meal.”
Dozens of workers poured from various openings carrying bowls held high.  First, everyone received a large empty bowl.  Additional bowls laden with meat, greens, nuts, fruit, breads, and a paste of some sort came next. 
The King clapped his four hands simultaneously, and the workers rapidly departed, all but one, who moved to the King and stood at his elbow.
“Eat, our new friends.  Eat,” King Coleop belched loudly.
Malick reached out and grabbed a bowl containing meat, but as he grasped for a single piece, its fetid aroma assailed his nostrils.  Not only was the meat raw, it was putrefied!
Kitty, the meat is rotten.  Is it too far gone for you to eat?  I don’t want you to get sick.
Malick placed the bowl in front of Kitty, who peered inside, and then sniffed eagerly.  Kitty not get sick.  She summarily began devouring each piece.
The royalty erupted with laughter.
“We also have pets.”  King Coleop turned to the worker at his side.  “Bring Tiny.”
The worker scurried away but reappeared shortly carrying a small reptilian-monkey.  He placed it on the King’s shoulder.
“What do you call your great cat?” the king asked.
“Kitty,” Malick said simply.
Again gassy laughter filled the room.
“We are not so unlike in our naming.”
“I see that.  Tiny looks like a small version of an extremely big beast we saw in the forest.  Are they related?”
“Those are Liperges.  Tiny and Liperges may have had the same mother once, but that was long ago.”
The Chosen grew strangely quiet.
“Eat!”  King Coleop bellowed.
During the exchange, Bit and Byte tested each variety of fruit and pronounced it edible, but judiciously shook their head no when it came to eating the pasty substance.
Malick handed a bowl of fruit to Lumina, not realizing until it was in her hands the fruit was also rotten.  She quickly passed it to Nep.  They looked on with queasy stomachs while the Imps wrapped a bit of rotten fruit with a little of the fetid meat in wilting greens and then swallowed it in one gulp.  The smiles on their faces were genuine. 
Left with only stale bread and nuts to eat, he tore off a chunk of bread for Lumina and popped a few nuts into his mouth.  Their buttery flavor was a welcome change to the putrescent tang of the meat and fruit. 
Malick peered across the bowls, surreptitiously observing their hosts’ unique style of dining.  First, they combined small portions of each food into their eating bowls.  Next came handfuls of paste, and the contents hand-mixed.  They then raised their bowls to their mandibles and the masticating began.  After crushing the food with their mandibles, they regurgitated the chunky slurries back into their bowls.  This process continued until each bowl contained a viscous liquid similar to chyme.  At this point, their hosts eagerly sucked in their food with loud slurps.  A meticulous cleaning of their mandibles followed, after which they repeated the entire disgusting process in earnest on freshly filled bowls of decayed food.
Malick diverted his attention to the bread within his grasp, shredding it into bite-sized pieces.  Chewing slowly on a dry hunk, he scanned his group.  Each seemed to be reacting judiciously to their hosts’ unorthodox eating habits until his gaze landed upon Ivyy.  She was almost as white as Nep with just a little blue thrown in because she was holding her breath for dear life.  He caught Wren’s attention with a flick of his finger, motioning her to Ivyy’s aid.  With a soft nudge, Wren averted Ivyy’s attention away from the munching nightmare until color returned to her cheeks.  Just as Redd opened his mouth to wisecrack, Trell grabbed his knee and gave it a loving squeeze.  As the scene unfolded, Malick and Lumina found themselves struggling to hold back their childish giggles.
After the royalty had sucked down their last bowls of slurry and painstakingly cleaned their mandibles, the King raised to his full height.  “We will now rest until the green has returned to the sky.  Bitula has made many days of showing for our guests.  Explorers, wake when you wish. Food will be waiting, and Bitula is yours.”
With that done, King Coleop brought all four hands together in a gesture that made the royalty scurry away to their chambers.  His duties attended to, he calmly turned and walked through one of the many openings on the ground floor. 
Bitula was the only one left.  “Do you remember your chamber, Malick?”
“Yes.  Again, thank you for your hospitality.”
“More words.  Thank you.  You may come and go as needed.  Until the green.”  Bitula lowered its arms toward the floor, palms down, and then scurried up the walls and across ceiling before disappearing into a darkened interior several floors up.
***
The combination of a darkened interior and their remarkably quiet hosts helped the travelers sleep well into the morning.  As promised, bowls of food waited by the doorway.  To Malick’s surprise, this morning’s meat was fresh and sizzling hot, and the fruit ripened but not spoiled.  Tubers of an unknown origin had replaced last night’s wilted greens.
Malick was ravenous and filled up with relish.  Lumina followed suit.  After their marvelous breakfast, Bitula arrived with a trio of brightly attired royalty.
“Welcome, Explorers.  We see you liked this food more.  That is good.”  Bitula brought all four of its hands together as clenched fists, the same gesture the King had used the night before.  “Since you are many, we will be in four groups.  These royalty and I,” he pointed to two pair of Chosen standing stiffly at his side, “will show you this place and the many Chosen.  Your metal insects may join us.  The workers will no longer fear your metal friends or Kitty.”
The Chosen burped outwards in laughter.
“Malick, you and five others of your choice follow me,” Bitula belched out.
The day flew by as Bitula ushered them about and answered their questions.  It was late afternoon when they returned to their dimly lit chamber, where the rest of his crew was already waiting.
“The King ordered an early last meal of the day, so we may ask you many questions.  Rest, I’ll come back soon.”  Bitula repeated the King’s clenched-fist motion, and then scuttled away.
Malick turned to his crew.  “Let’s put our time to good use.  Everyone pick one remarkable thing they saw today and present it.  We'll start with Jett.”
Jett turned his back to the archway.  “I find the materials used in the construction of these hives remarkable, Captain.  They consist of straw and clay mixed into mud and coated on the outside with an odd mixture of tree sap, a white mineral, bile and a bluish fluid from bison, and urine from the Chosen.  When it dries, it’s not only waterproof but also very durable and somewhat pliable.”
“Thank you, Jett.”  Malick gave him a nod.  “Daxx?”
“They utilize a very efficient, if rudimentary, system of troughs and waterwheels to raise and distribute water.  It travels…”
It was Gal’s turn to speak when Bitula returned.  “King Coleop is waiting.”
Suspending their discussion, they followed Bitula into the hive’s main room.  The King and his royalty were sitting in a precise straight line, and in the same order, as the first night—at least Malick assumed they were in the same order, because the colors of fabric were in the same order.  Without their tunics and color choices, he couldn't tell one Chosen from another.  The King always wore something in shades of blue, or at least he had on the few occasions they’d been together.  Tonight it was a broad cummerbund draped across his impressive thorax.  The royalty preferred fabrics in yellows and bright greens—in contrast to the Chosen’s natural dark-green complexion—and the overseers wore reds and oranges.  The workers, who wore nothing, were indistinguishable to him.
Malick and his crew took their positions of the previous night, with the addition of Stam and Creeper, who rolled up behind Malick.
When the King raised his arms toward the ceiling, palms upward, a silent hush blanketed the dining hall.
“We hope your day was good.  Now we have questions about you.  How do your metal friends work?  How can they breathe in there?”
Malick smiled.  “I’ll answer as many questions as possible, but your first question is difficult.  Explorers have lived for a very long time, and just as you have learned to use metal for sword and spear, we have spent many years learning to use it for more things.  A person lives within the metal body.  It breathes, eats, and sleeps like us,” he lied.  “Further understanding would require many years of dedicated learning on your part.”
The royalty looked at one another, fidgeted, and then hummed in their native language.
As the room quieted, the King returned his attention to Malick.  “How do your carts stay above the ground with no wheels and move with no horses?”
“Again, a very difficult question for you to understand.  Just as you have found rocks that provide light,” Malick pointed to the luminous stones in the nets overhead, “we found rocks that float in the air.  Many of those rocks are within the cart, so that it floats in the air.  Further details will have to wait.”
This time the Chosen displayed a great deal more agitation with swirling arm movements before the King continued.
“Tell us of your,” King Coleop appeared to be searching for the right word, “quadrant past the storm.”
“Did you hear us use the word quadrant?”  Malick returned innocently.
The King looked toward a royal donned in yellow fabric.
“Yes, Aropo heard you say this place—our place—is a quadrant.  We know the rock upon which we live is made up of at least eight places like this.  We know this from the distance of this place and the roundness of this place.  If you place eight of these places together, it forms a ball, which is the rock upon which we live.”
Malick was dumbfounded.  He would've never guessed these creatures capable of combining so many facts in such a way that they understood they were on a circular planet—impressive.  He cautioned himself not to underestimate them.
He gave them a half-truth.  “The quadrant from which we come has many similarities to this one.  The main differences are—we have forests of trees that stretch high into the sky, meadows of grass that grow as high as two of your domes, lakes that stretch from here to the great cliffs, and mountains of rock that tower three times as high as those great cliffs.  We also have many different types of birds and deer, but we have no bison, no Grass lizards, no Tiny, and no Liperges.”
“Have you seen the Providers’ work?”
“Like you, we have never seen the Providers.  We have only seen what they left behind.  We came upon a temple that taught us the words of the Providers and gave us these medallions.”  Malick held up his medallion.  “You must also have a temple where you learned the words.  Have you also seen medallions like ours in your temple?”
“Only the royal Chosen may see the place of words.  None may touch the metal objects.  Me … me … medal …” King Coleop struggled for a moment.  “Me-dallions,” he belched out mightily.
He’d barely finished speaking when each of his fellow Chosen brought all four fists together, just as the King had done the previous night.
Malick bowed his head in a sign of reverence.  “May we visit this place of words?”
“No.”
An intense debate among the Chosen broke out.
After which the King inclined his head slightly.  “My answer has changed.  We will allow you and two more of your kind to visit the place of words.  I will take you when the sky is green once more.”  It clapped both sets of hands together once.  “Now we eat.”
As the meal wore on, Redd and Jukk began a spirited debate, whispering and gesturing, but Malick was too far away to figure out what had spearheaded their discussion. 
“But they’re not blobs, so it can’t be them.”  Jukk argued, allowing his voice to get a little too loud.
The Chosen froze, suspending their meal to stare at Jukk.
Jukk’s face reddened.  “Uh-oh.”  Embarrassed, he buried his face in his hands.
King Coleop regurgitated into his feeding bowl, then set it down with a deliberate motion, and quickly cleaned his mandibles.  “What did you say?”
Jukk dropped his hands and looked sheepishly toward Malick.
“Answer King Coleop,” he ordered.
“I said the Chosen don’t look like blobs.”
“Why would we look like blobs?”
Jukk hesitated, seemingly considering his answer before he put his foot in his mouth.  “I meant no disrespect, King Coleop.  It’s just that the portal which leads from our quadrant to this place contains a drawing of a medallion similar to this one.”  He held up his medallion from the Acotylite quadrant.  “The only difference is that one has the depiction of a blob in its center, not a —,” he scrabbled for a suitable ending, “spider like you see in this one.”
“Malick,” the King belched out angrily.  “What is de-pick-tion in the center of your medallion?” 
The King’s request was leading them to places he didn't wish to go.  Yet he could hardly refuse to answer.  “A bird.”
That set off another round of heated debate among the Chosen.  Malick listened to their eruptive babble carefully, but couldn’t decipher a lucid pattern.
The King clapped, and the jabber ceased.  “So this is the third quadrant you have visited?” the King expelled in Malick’s direction.
“Yes.”
“You did not say this before.”
“There is still much about each other we don’t know.”
“Have you found other intelligent creatures?  Besides the ones you have gathered with you?”
“Yes.  A bird family in our quadrant shows signs of intelligence.  The other quadrant is an impenetrable jungle that sustains an unusually smart group of spiders.  However, neither the birds nor the spiders are anywhere near your intelligence.  We're truly honored to find you,” Malick added humbly.
“So,” the King accused, “you expected to find a smart blob in this place?”
The royalty sat as still as statues, staring at Jukk through lifeless compound eyes.
“Jukk,” Malick said, “answer him.”
“Yes, actually.  Redd and I thought it was a possibility.”  He favored the King with an ingratiating smile.  “Your existence was a pleasant surprise.”
“I ask that you go outside and then to your chamber, as you did the last time.  Remain there until the green has returned.  We have much to discuss—alone.”
The last shards of green were leaving the sky as they stepped from the hive.  Workers tended the animals and meticulously sculpted the many gardens, but gave no heed to the newcomers. 
Jukk turned an ashen face on Malick and grabbed his arm.  “Captain, I apologize,” he said, his voice shaky.  “I had no idea those things could hear me.  I also had no idea they were that smart.”
Malick put a finger to his lips, shushing him.  Using hand signals, he gathered his crew next to Violet.  “I also underestimated their intelligence, Jukk.  Don’t despair.  They're obviously hiding something, and are debating whether or not to divulge it.  Your blunder may be just the impetus we needed to discover the existence of this elusive blob creature.  We also learned the Chosen possess a chamber, created by the Providers, which contains a dictionary of our language, just as the other chambers did.  It's quite possible this same chamber houses the set of medallions we seek.  If the King is true to his word, he will take us to the chamber.   Daxx and Lumina, you will go with me.”
Upon returning to their chamber, the room seemed stifling hot and stuffy.  Malick chalked up his feeling of unease to nerves, but couldn't help noticing the other members of his team were also acting fidgety, as he watched them repeatedly adjust the floor pillows.
An hour later, Bitula stood in the doorway of their chamber.  “May I speak with your group?”
Malick met Bitula at the entryway.  “Yes, come in.”  As Bitula passed him, he looked into the main room and saw the workers had finished clearing away the last meal of the day; the room was now quiet and empty.  “I hope we haven’t upset the King.” 
“No.  King Coleop does not upset easily.  He has asked me to tell you about the blobs.  We do not like the word you used; out of all the words that the Providers have given us, that one is bad.  Please rest.”  It gestured for them to sit on the cushions. 
Malick did as it asked, sitting between Lumina and Kitty; it eyed his cat warily, but lowered itself to the ground in front of him.
“We did not tell you this because we did not think you would understand.  The blobs you seek are called Symbionts.  Symbionts live within our royalty and overseers.  We allow them to live within our bodies so they may have a place to live.  In return, they give us greater intelligence and good health.  The Symbionts do not control us; they allow us to live better and longer.  Look at me.  I was given my Symbiont at age two.  I am now 411 years old and have never been ill.  Before the Symbionts, the workers lived for only thirty-five years, died, and were then replaced with the next brood of Chosen.  This was our life before the Symbionts.  The Symbionts chose us, above all others, asking nothing in return but to live through us.  Can you understand without fear?”
“Can the Symbionts live outside your body?”  Zuri asked.
“For a short time and do so to create another Symbiont.  Symbionts do not grow in numbers quickly.  Only four more have joined us in my lifetime.  It is a great honor to receive a Symbiont.”
“How long do Symbionts live?”  Pota asked.
“When I die, my Symbiont will be given to another and so on.  Unless there is an accident or disease that it cannot cure, Symbionts live for many Chosen lifetimes.”
“Can you remove your Symbiont and not die?”  Zuri queried.
“Why would I do that?  Your question makes no sense.”
“Does the Symbiont have its own memories from past Chosen it has possessed?”  Lumina interposed.
“Symbionts do not possess us.  Perhaps I have not made myself clear—they live within us, through us.  If my Symbiont has memories of the past, it has not shared them with me.”
“Can the Symbionts communicate with one another without your help?”  Malick asked.
“We are their only link to the world.  Without us they could not exist.”
He recognized it had skillfully sidestepped his question, but he let it go.  “One last thing,” he said, choosing his words more carefully.  “What creature did the Symbionts live within before the Chosen?  Was it the Liperges?”
Bitula hesitated.  “You already knew the answer.”  It gave Malick a scrutinizing stare before continuing.  “It happened so long ago, we have all but forgotten.”
“What happened?”
Bitula squirmed uncomfortably.  “The Liperges were too unstable.”




CHAPTER 38:  Symbiont
The night passed painfully slow.
Unable to sleep, Malick’s mind whirled with questions and untold possibilities concerning the Symbionts. 
Bitula ushered in the morning meal as workers placed bowls filled with simmering meats and judiciously ripened fruit in front of the explorers.  The workers quickly exited, but Bitula remained and continued to answer questions, while they ate their fill. 
Malick felt like a child on the dawn of his birthday; what wonders did Sworld hold for him this day?
***
Daxx, Lumina, and Malick followed King Coleop to the center of the hive, escorted by four fully armed overseers.  The route they took was a maze of turns, which made Malick wonder if the path was actually that convoluted, or the King didn't want his guests returning on their own.  When they arrived at the center chamber they passed under a crystalline arch, and he felt the familiar invisible barrier pass through him—the same jolt he’d felt in each of the temples.  He was still amazed no one else seemed to feel its presence.
Taking in his surroundings, Malick found himself standing inside a crystalline dome, lit by dozens of luminous rocks strewn around the base of its walls.  Similar in dimensions and design to the hive’s multilayered architecture, it was now undeniable that the Chosen had used this dome as the nucleus for each chamber. 
A smaller, nondescript, opaque dome dominated the center of the crystalline dome, but first he turned his attention toward the outer walls.  The dictionary of his language, and that of the Chosen, was etched into them.  The Chosen language was represented by a series of dashes at varying lengths and intervals.  The majority of his language wasn’t equaled by the Chosens, as there was no translation.  Malick began to understand their hosts’ fascination with his lexical oratory.  A question formed in his mind:  had the Providers created this temple for the Chosen, or for the Symbionts?
King Coleop answered his unspoken question.  “These are the words of the Providers.  The Chosen are not able to say most of them.  When you say the words, it brings us joy.” 
“We are glad our words please you,” Malick replied decorously, as the King swung toward the central opaque dome.
Daxx, Lumina, and he followed the King’s path, watching the sovereign reach forward to gingerly touch its outer surface.  To his astonishment, the opaque dome suddenly cleared, as if it had disappeared completely. 
“We cannot enter the center.”  The King cast its gaze on Malick’s medallion.  “I can see you wear something from the Providers.”
In the center of the dome stood a pedestal on which an opaque crystal representation of a Symbiont was prominent.  If the statue was life-sized, he could hold a Symbiont in his outstretched palms.  It was hard for him to believe a sentient being could occupy such a small space, until the full significance of its symbiotic nature occurred to him.  A Symbiont probably had no digestive system, no circulatory system, and no skeletal system.  It was now evident why a Symbiont couldn't live without a host, which must provide all its physiological requirements with the exception of intellect. 
Malick craned his neck forward for a closer look.  Small crystalline cilia projected from the Symbiont in all directions with a few so thick and long he classified them as tentacles.  Hanging from three of these tentacles were medallions on necklaces of ruby, sapphire, and emerald tubules.  The shape of each medallion was identical to the emerald bird medallion he wore around his neck, and was made of the same gray metal.  The likeness of a blob—crafted entirely from a single ruby, emerald, or sapphire—lie in the center of each medallion.
Malick’s gaze fell from the medallions to a trio of daggers lying underneath them.  Each was a replica of the daggers they’d found in the Temple of the One, only half their size.
Unthinkingly, Malick entered the central dome and gently retrieved the emerald blob medallion.  With Daxx and Lumina at his sides, he examined the medallion thoroughly, then held it up next to his bird medallion.  As Malick brought them close together, they lunged towards one another, and with an audible click, became one.  Holding the fused pair in his hands, he applied a gentle pressure to their common axis, and with a snap, they came apart.  The bonding process was definitely not magnetic, although the similarities were unmistakable.
Malick now understood that each pendant was part of a larger whole, and—if Sworld did indeed consist of eight separate quadrants—then combining the pendant from each quadrant should yield a circular medallion, depicting the intelligent life form living in each sector.  The Providers must’ve had an underlying plan behind each quadrant—a plan he couldn't as yet fathom—and had used these jeweled treasures as a key into each sector.
Malick looked down at the simple, yet magnificently beautiful, set of keys lying in his hands.  If he’d yearned to explore every inch of Sworld before, now it was a bonfire burning deep within him.  Could the One still exist?
“Captain.” Daxx’s pragmatic voice broke in.  “I’m not sure what’s happening out there,” he pointed behind them, “but they’re becoming agitated.”
Reattaching the medallions with a click, Malick turned to see King Coleop pounding on the wall and belching furiously.
“It seems the barrier is also soundproof.”  Malick gestured toward the crystalline blob.  “Select the medallion that matches the one you're wearing and connect them as I did.  Pocket the daggers as well.  If they question you, say the Providers selected us—and only us—as the guardians of these treasures.  Say nothing as to their function.  Hopefully, the fact we're allowed to pass and they're not is all the proof needed to convince them.”
The three hastily returned to the main temple, where the King fumed.
“What an honor it must be to have the Providers create such a beautiful likeness to one of its most cherished subjects.  Thank you for allowing us this visitation.  The Providers bless us with these gifts,” he held up the fused emerald medallions, “but has never represented us in such glory.”  Malick pointed to the crystalline blob on the pedestal.
The King simply stared at him, clearly taken aback by his soliloquy.
“Your words bring us joy.  The Provider’s actions cannot be questioned.  We will feast again, and all Chosen will know what has happened here today.”  With a final belch, the King twisted around and trundled himself out of the temple. 
Their guides escorted them back to their chamber, where they waited for the others to return.  Nep’s group arrived first, followed closely by Jukk’s.  Redd’s group had yet to come back.  They wasted no time exchanging tales of the morning’s excursions. 
They were about to begin their noon meal when Bitula scuttled into the room.  “We are sorry.  One of yours has been hurt.  Come,” it belched out.
Everyone was on their feet in an instant, swiftly shadowing Bitula out of the hive.  Under the blood red glow of noon, he saw Redd’s group huddled in a tight circle.   All eyes were trained on the form lying on the ground.  That someone was convulsing wildly.
Malick vaulted forward, shoved Redd out of his way, and knelt beside Pota’s juddering body.  He placed one hand on Pota’s head, just above her mating ring, and the other hand on her abdomen, then looked to Redd for an answer.  “What happened?”
“One of those things said she was bitten by a snake,” Redd said with distaste.  “None of us saw it happen.”
As her body jerked beneath his touch, he could sense every one of her organs writhing in agony as her nervous system warred with the venom.  He could do nothing.  He appealed to Zuri.  “Can you help her?”
“No.  Even if I had the snake in my lab, it would take me at least two days to develop an antivenin.”
“Captain,” Squa whispered, “I found her.  Even if we had the antivenin ready, it would be too late.  Reptilian neural-venom this fast acting would've required injecting the antivenin within the first ten minutes.  It has already been fifteen.”
“We can’t just stand here and do nothing.”  He jumped to his feet.  “Bitula, Bitula,” he yelled for their guide.
King Coleop appeared beside him.  He listened to his workers’ explanations of the accident.  “Bitula has other tasks,” it interrupted with a calm demeanor.  Motioning toward Pota, the King continued.  “We are sorry.  The Death Bringer is fast and cannot be missed, even by the Chosen.”
A heated exchange broke out among several of the royalty also in attendance.  The clamor continued until King Coleop called for silence.  “Enough!”  Again, his words were aimed at Malick.   “There is a way to save your kind, but you must choose quickly.”
“What do you mean?”  Zuri shrieked hysterically.  “If she can be saved, then save her!” she pleaded.
“Only a Symbiont can save this one!” the King belched forth.
Stunned into silence, Malick stared vacantly at his fellow crewmen.  He searched their faces for an easy solution but saw only righteous mercy and outright horror reflected in their eyes.
What choice did he have?
“Do it!” Malick beseeched the King, as he fought to regain his composure.  “I mean, I implore the King to bestow this honor on my fallen crewman.”  Then he remembered something critical Bitula had told them:  the Symbionts were few.  “Where will you find one that's free from a Chosen?”  He picked his words carefully.
The King straightened.  “During the last blue, an old overseer died.  We were to select a new Chosen today, but this one is in need.” 
When King Coleop clapped all four of his hands together loudly, and a royal rushed from the hive carrying a jeweled box.  It placed the box next to Pota, then lowered itself to the ground.  In the blink of an eye, a knife was revealed, and the royal sliced open Pota’s abdomen.
Instinctively, Malick felt himself jump forward; he swiftly regained control over his emotions and willed himself to remain still. 
The royal lifted the lid of the box and then ever so carefully scooped up a whitish, squirming, slimy, cilia-covered mass, big enough to spill over Malick’s outstretched hands.  Cradling it gently, the royal placed the Symbiont over the gaping incision.  Malick looked on spellbound as the fleshy lump rapidly wormed its way into Pota’s body.  When the Symbiont had all but disappeared within her guts, cilia shot backward, pulled the lesion shut, and wove themselves through the gash, suturing the incision with living stitches until only a thin red line remained. 
A worker rushed forward, picked up Pota’s quivering form, and then carried her inside to the visitors’ chamber within the hive.  Malick’s team followed in stunned silence as they watched the worker lovingly place Pota on a bed of cushions, then retreat quietly into the shadows.
“This one will rest now,” the King proclaimed from the entryway.  “The Symbiont will heal it.  When this one wakes, there will be much joy.” 
Then the King retreated, taking the other Chosen with it.
Trell turned on Malick.  “Captain, how could you do that?”  Her voice held a touch of anger mixed with confusion.  “I've never questioned your decisions before, but this one troubles me.  Promise me you’ll never put one of those things into my body to rule me.”
But before Malick could speak, Zuri lit into her.
“What do you mean, how could he do that?  Pota’s life was at stake!  If he had waited any longer she would be dead.  For that matter, she might still die.  I know you well enough to realize you wish ill of no one.  Would you have sentenced her to death!”
“Her death wouldn’t have been by my hands.  Life’s path is hard.  Making her a prisoner within her own body is worse than death.”
“Is it?”  Malick murmured, as an empty void threatened to swallow him from the inside out.  “How can you be so sure?” he scoffed.   “I’ve seen too much death in my lifetime.  I didn't make the decision lightly, and if you want the cold-hearted truth, if it turns out Pota is merely a puppet to the Symbiont—well—she can always die in the future.  At least now, she has the possibility of a future.”
Turning his back on the others, Malick knelt next to Pota, held her hands in his, and felt the Symbiont neutralizing the venom as it intertwined its cilia around her spinal cord. 
He dropped her hands and began rocking back and forth on his knees. 
What have I done? 




CHAPTER 39:  Escape
It was well into the indigo night when Pota bolted upright into a sitting position.  Malick was so surprised he fell backward, staring at her.  She blinked several times while turning her head, first to the left, and then to the right.  She lifted one arm and then the other, flexing her fingers.  It was similar to watching a robot performing a diagnostic check.  She stared back at him and flexed her jaws as if to speak, when her face broke into a silent scream that contorted her face into a hideous mask. 
An instant later she returned to a quiet, peaceful expression.  “Captain,” she said in a faraway voice, “I've been coherent since the Symbiont was placed within me.  You said you could always kill me if I wasn’t in full control of my faculties, didn’t you?”
He watched her entire body suddenly relax, as she took on the familiar air of Pota.  He marveled at the fact she showed no signs of pain, even though her abdomen had been split open just hours before.  “Yes, Pota—I did.  This is new to all of us.  How are you feeling?”
“That’s just it, Captain.  I’m able to feel, thanks to you.  I know your decision couldn’t have been easy.  I’ve spent my life studying single-celled organisms.  Several of them have the ability to assume a symbiotic relationship with higher organisms.  I’d like to assure you that the Symbiont within me is more than just a hitchhiker; it’s a willing and benevolent partner.  I’m not possessed.  I’m in complete control of my faculties, and the Symbiont is a beneficial observer using my sensory organs as its own in an open exchange of information.”
“I’m trying to keep an open mind,” he said guardedly.
“I can see by your frown you still have doubts.  Only time will erase those doubts.  I thank you for your decision to allow my life to continue.  You’ve saved all our lives,” she waved a hand over the other sleeping crewmen, “countless times.  As you’re fond of saying, ‘put your mind at rest.’  The Symbiont has given me a much greater awareness of my own body and its functions.  Now, I require rest.  We will talk again in the morning.”
She slowly lowered herself back down on the cushions, closing her eyes as she completed the maneuver. 
Malick gasped.  The wound on her stomach was nearly healed.
Sifting through his memories of Pota, Malick saw a quiet, unassuming female.  Her mating ring was small at best, making her undesirable to most.  She was not an athlete, far from it, but she had the skills and fortitude to survive almost anywhere.  That, and the fact her knowledge of single-celled organisms was second only to his, had made her a clear candidate for the journey to Opulas. 
Was that really how he saw everyone, just a collection of assets and hindrances, nothing more and nothing less?  Maybe he was the cold-hearted person everyone made him out to be—everyone but Lumina, Kitty, Nep, and Daxx—well, at least he hoped they saw him as something more. 
Now, as he laid next to Lumina taking a personal accounting, he reminded himself he was still the captain, the leader of this journey.  As such, sometimes he had to view each member of his crew as a collection of basic pluses and minuses. 
Malick shook his head, dispelling old ghosts.  No, it was never merely that, because if it were, Pota would be dead.
***
“Where will you go?”  Phya asked.
“There is a place waiting for me.  It's about time I went there and started anew.”
“I’m not sure Westland University can survive without you.”
“This was once a university, many years ago.  It existed before I was here, and it will thrive long after I've gone.  You and the other professors will make sure of that.  I have complete faith in you.  Each of you have brought your studies from obscurity to their current exalted state and beyond.”
“Perhaps, but you're the glue behind the scenes.  None of us possesses your indomitable willpower and unrelenting drive.”
“The professors selected you to be Chancellor of this university, Phya.  It's now your will and your future sight that will guide this institution of higher learning.  I'm not the puppet master of this university, I never was.  I merely brought all of you together to allow the possible to happen.  I couldn't be more pleased with the results.”
“If you won’t tell me where you’re going, at least tell me what you intend to do with the rest of your life.”
“It's time for me to come out of the darkness.  I plan to continue doing what I've always done:  fight for those who can’t; push Oberyns into the future—whether they like it or not.  That's all you need to know—for your sake.”
A tear ran down the new Chancellor’s cheek.  “We can never thank you enough, Ceen.  Oberus can never thank you enough.  We’ll always remember you, even though you made us promise not to mention your name outside these hallowed walls.  If you ever need anything, please let us know.”
“Just promise never to rule from the shadows and never allow prejudice to enter these gates.”
She’s awake!  Everyone, Pota’s awake.
***
Malick awoke to a giddy atmosphere.  He opened his eyes to find everyone—everyone except Trell—had crowded around Pota.  They were bombarding her with questions, which she was doing her best to answer in-between their enthusiastic hugs.  Trell was seated alone against the far wall.  He joined her. 
A strained silence drove a wedge between them, as they took in the festive ambience and Pota’s every move and nuance.  Malick couldn't discern a difference; she seemed to be the same person he remembered from the previous morning.
Malick looked up into Trell’s face.  “You have my word.”
Her nod was solemn.  “Thank you, my Captain.”
As the morning drew on, workers once again scampered inside to deliver their early meal.  Everyone ate heartily, especially Pota.  Her appetite was to be expected, and Malick felt his overly cautious attitude melt away as the celebratory welcome continued.
They were just finishing breakfast when he heard a commotion among the Chosen in the background—both inside and outside the hive.
Malick, there is a disturbance among the Chosen near me, Violet sent.  I can’t understand their language, but the discussions appear heated—to the point of violence, possibly against us.
Thank you, Violet.  Should things escalate, alert me immediately.  Meanwhile, I’ll make up an excuse to visit other parts of this quadrant.
He stood, gesturing for silence.  “Sorry to break up the celebration,” he apologized to his crew, “but Violet just warned me of a possible confrontation outside which may concern us.  Make yourselves ready to leave at my warning,” he ordered.  “Jukk, Nep, and Kel:  please join Lumina, Daxx, and myself by the archway.  It’s urgent.”
When they had regrouped near the wall across from the archway, Malick whispered, “Remember last night when I showed everyone how the medallions fit together?”
Nods of recognition answered him.
“An impending crisis necessitates you to surrender your medallions.”  He held up a hand to quiet Jukk’s protest.  “Don’t worry, Jukk.  You may keep the Flowerstar.”
Jukk let out a palpable sigh of relief.  He lifted the necklace over his head.  “I don’t like toting this thing around anyway—too heavy.”  He dropped the ruby Acotylite medallion in Daxx’s outstretched hand.
Malick dug the three small daggers from his pack.  “Nep and Kel, please give your Flowerstars and gloves to Jukk and take these daggers in return.  Give the ruby dagger to Rul.  Remember, they're as deadly as a Lasword, but with no safety features.  Instruct Rul accordingly.”  He fixed his attention on Jukk.  “Give these Flowerstars to Aria and Redd after they’ve become proficient at throwing Bit’s nonlethal versions.  Promise me.”
“Don’t worry, Captain,” Jukk assured him in a solemn tone.  “I have a great respect for the lethality of the Flowerstar.  I’ll oversee their training personally.”
Malick was re-stuffing his pack when King Coleop scuttled into the chamber.  He ignored Malick and hurried over to Pota.  If Malick wasn’t mistaken, the King’s swift, jerky movement meant he was agitated, even angry.
“Good,” he expelled out in a loud belch.  “That one is well, and you have heard the trouble.  The workers are angry one of your kind was given a Symbiont.  They say we are the Chosen, not you.  All Chosen dream that one day they will be given this honor.  But since I gave the Symbiont to one of your kind, I have become …” the King was searching for the right word.
It was Pota who surprisingly completed the King’s sentence.  “A traitor,” she said without a shred emotion.
King Coleop stared intently at Pota.  “Yes.  Now you can say the words of the Providers.” 
“Are you in danger, King Coleop?”  Malick asked.
The King pointed to Pota.  “No, that one is.”
“Pota has been healed,” Zuri interrupted.  “Now, she can give back the Symbiont, so you may give it to one of the Chosen.”
Malick felt the deep sincerity in Zuri’s suggestion, but he also heard the childlike naivety behind it.  “No.  The Symbiont inside Pota can never be removed.  It has intertwined itself with her nervous system in a permanent arrangement; it will remain within her until her death.  Isn’t that true, King Coleop?”
“That is truth.  Once the gift is given, it cannot be taken back.”
As his group of explorers began throwing questions at the King, Malick held up his hands and implored them to be silent.  “Let the King speak without interruption.”
“The royalty and overseers cannot control the angry workers if you are here.  I ask you to leave now.  You may return after several cycles, when the workers forget.  We are sorry, but the workers are many, and we are few.  Do not hate us for this.  We would make the same choice again.  That one’s life is also a Symbiont’s life.  That is important to us.”  The King paused for a moment.  “When the workers are quiet, run!” it belched out mightily, and then scuttled away.
Malick was well aware that the Chosen had a limited vocabulary, but still their word choices were disconcerting for some unfathomable reason.  He banished his apprehension and turned to his crew.  “You heard the King. Prepare yourselves.  I’ll alert Violet.”
The commotion within the hive gradually died away, but it took much longer before Malick could hear no movements and sense no creatures skulking about in the vicinity beyond the hive.
He gave the order in a hushed whisper.  “With quiet speed, board your cruiser.”  Violet, we're on our way.
They hurried through the desolate main chamber single file, then out the central arched opening of the hive.  Not a single Chosen was in sight as his team scrambled aboard both cruisers, but the instant the vehicles rose, the spears flew.
“Everyone down!”  Malick yelled.  “Violet and Creeper, get us out of here!”
Violet inched closer to cruiser 1, then raised the exclusion field, deflecting away half the spears targeting cruiser 1.  The cruiser’s capability to rise was much faster than its capability to change speed, and he felt Violet take full advantage of that capability; he knew Creeper would do the same.  He heard repeated blows as more spears caromed off the exclusion field, and as Violet gradually picked up speed, his apprehension for the crew on cruiser 1 grew with each strike.
In time, an eerie silence replaced the paralyzing blows of the metal-tipped spears.  Malick asked the question on all their minds.  “Violet, are we free from danger?”
“Yes.  I see no Chosen in front of us.”
“Then drop the field and come alongside the other cruiser.”
A brisk wind rushed in as the exclusion field fell away.
Stam, was anyone injured?
No, Malick.  The workers may be excellent spear-throwers, but Pixel, Ram, and myself have quick reflexes; we were able to deflect all incoming missiles without mishap.
Excellent.  Thank you, and please thank Ram and Pixel for me too.
“Violet, you may slow down now,” he bellowed over the wind.  “Take us on a course to the edge of the river near the forest we slept by on the first night.  Remain at this height; I don’t want any surprise attacks.  Inform Creeper of our destination.”
The rest of the day’s journey was uneventful but nonetheless stressful.  Not only was Malick constantly searching for a possible Chosen ambush, so was everyone else. 
It was early afternoon by the time they passed over the herd of bison that had nearly trampled them days before.  The monstrous beasts grazed quietly and unafraid as he and his crew glided overhead.  The sky had turned pure emerald by the time they located a suitable campsite.  It was close to a river, yet far enough from the forest that there could be no surprise attacks from any maundering creatures, and the bison had eaten the grass to within a few inches of the ground, so the grass lizards would also pose no threat.
“We'll stop here,” Malick said, loud enough for the occupants of both cruisers to hear.  “This campsite will suffice.”
“Captain,” Daxx yelled, “we can easily make it through the forest to our original campsite near the lake before nightfall.”  He hesitated then added, “Should you choose.”
“Thank you for your insight, Daxx, but the river is broad enough for Jukk to catch us dinner.  Also, making camp here better suits my purpose:  I don’t want to follow our previous route in case something or someone followed us.”  Malick looked around at the anxious faces of his friends and then smiled.  “Plus, I believe we could all use some casual downtime.  And what better way to kick it off then with a leisurely meal.”
“Here, here!”  Came the reply by more than a few of his crewmen.
The remainder of the afternoon passed peacefully without incident.  On occasion, crewmen banded together to explore the periphery of the campsite.  On one such excursion, Pota, Ivyy, Wren, and Squa disappeared for a short time, with Ivyy returning first.
“Captain,” Ivyy said with a puzzled expression.  “Pota guided me to several plants we can use for spices.  It appears the Symbiont has begun to communicate.  The first bit of knowledge it has passed along is for an after-dinner dessert.  That seems odd, don’t you think?” 
“Yes.  As a precaution, make sure the Redulins check the dessert for unwanted psychotropics.”
“Yes, Captain.  I’m sure the Symbiont is just trying to put us at ease.  Perhaps it too wishes to fit in with the group.”
“I suggest we remain circumspect.  I don’t want us to relax—too much.”
Daxx, who was sitting nearby, laughed and inched nearer.  “Redd would love to relax too much.”  He waited until Ivyy had returned to her friends before continuing.  “Jukk has Redd and Aria busy learning how to throw the Flowerstar.  His instructional methods include taunting them with your words:  they can’t touch a real Flowerstar until they master Bit’s nonlethal version.  Of course your demand makes perfect sense, but that hasn’t stopped Jukk from relentlessly goading them after each throw.  At first I thought he was trying to make Redd mad, but what he’s really done is make them both work even harder to master the weapon.  You know, I'm coming to the scary realization Jukk may be smarter than he acts.”
“Never underestimate Jukk and Redd when it comes to the art of manipulation.  How do you think they came to be on this voyage?”
“How did they?”
“That tale is best heard over a sizzling steak.  Let’s save it until we can appreciate its full flavor.”
Daxx smiled briefly, then sobered and stared straight ahead.  “I hope this isn’t becoming a trend.  We do our damnedest to be kind, polite, and diminutive toward these new intelligent life forms, and in return, they immediately tell us to leave.”  He kicked aimlessly at a small rock.
“If you’re referring to the Chosen—or the ‘Odd ones’ as Kitty calls them—it wasn’t our fault, either by action or non-action.  Our expulsion was simply the result of an unfortunate set of circumstances.  I believe the King was correct in its request.  The workers have minimal intelligence and probably an extremely limited memory when it comes to nonessential life-extending tasks, and it may very well be they're not cognizant—or don’t understand the significance of—what is happening around them.”
“Yet you still harbor reservations about the Symbionts, don’t you?”
“I'm trying not to be a cynic, but yes, I have reservations.  How can I not?  When I first learned of the Redulin’s existence, I was enthralled.  When I discovered how they lived, I was appalled.  Not because they were encased within a machine, but because their thoughts were shared with every other Redulin.  The same could be said of a Symbiont—no thought is private.  Whatever you're thinking is shared by the Symbiont and vice versa.  You’d never be alone, never know solitude.  Such an existence would be unendurable for me.  Does that make me—less?”
“Oh, I understand completely.  It’s not that my mind harbors evil thoughts.  It’s that my mind is my own.  We all need something that belongs only to us.  I suppose it gives us a sense of security.  Would I surrender my life for that security?  Probably not, but I wouldn’t willingly be a host either, even if it meant I’d live for hundreds of years.  Does that make me—stupid?”
Malick gave Daxx a lopsided smile.  “No.  Let’s pretend it makes us both less stupid.”
The old friends shared a discreet chuckle.
Afternoon passed to evening as the jade sky transitioned to turquoise and then cobalt.  A scrumptious meal of fish and tubers calmed everyone’s nerves and brought forth a song from Las and Mir.  The song was about warm peaceful nights under the swaying Family tree.  When they were done, Nep explained why they called a certain tree on Aquis the Family tree.  It stemmed from the fact the branches were naturally stout and outwardly spreading, making it an ideal tree house for any Imp family.  The group thanked the Imps for the serenade and Nep for the story.
Shortly afterward, Pota presented her dessert.  “I offer you this delicacy.  I mean, my Symbiont told me how to make this dessert so that it might please you.”  She began handing out small circular tubes, which smelled strongly of mouthwatering spices.
“Does your Symbiont have a name?”  Malick asked.
His question stopped Pota in her tracks; she hesitated then said, “My name is Pota.”
He detected a faint hint of sarcasm.  Or had he only imagined it?
“Thank you for this wonderful dessert, Pota,” Malick said, holding it out in front of him.
A chorus of thanks echoed behind him.
Malick popped the spicy morsel into his mouth.  There was an eruption of flavors and scents as he chewed the delicacy.  The dessert seemed to warm everything from his mouth to his stomach in an unusual and pleasing manner.
“That was delicious,” Jukk spouted enthusiastically.
“I agree,” Trell bellowed.
“What was it made of?  Can you make it again?”  Jukk asked anxiously.
“Of course.  So can you.  The ingredients are common to these surroundings.  Ivyy and I found the spices, and Wren, Squa, and I caught the main ingredient, a mud monger.  Squa said they’re common on Oberus, though I’d never seen one outside of a textbook.”  Pota looked towards Squa for further an explanation.
Squa made a face.  “I’m not sure everyone wants to know how you made this,” she cautioned.
“Oh yes we do,” Jukk persisted.
“Very well,” Squa went on, frowning.  “We refer to a mud monger as a salamander.  On Oberus, they’re no more than a foot in length.  However, the one we caught today was over four feet long; it took all three of us to beach it.  The interesting part was the fact the salamander, I mean mud monger, had three-foot-long spines running down its back.  They started just behind its eyes and ended halfway down its tail.  At first I thought they were for its protection, but then I realized they were bright green, in stark contrast to the muddy brown complexion on the rest of its body.  I now believe these spines to be merely camouflage so that when the mud monger is submerged in water or mud, the spines give the appearance of reed grasses growing in the shallows.  Secondarily, these spines significantly increase the surface area of the creature’s skin, which is how salamanders breathe—through their skin.  This means the mud monger can stay submerged for as long as necessary until its prey comes within reach.  When I learned Pota’s goal was to kill the creature, I left.  What happened after that, I don’t know.”  Squa looked to Pota, who took up the story.
“First you crush and mix the spices together.  Then you extract the brain, liver, sexual organs, and intestines from the mud monger and combine the first three together with the spices and mash.  When thoroughly mixed, you stuff the ingredients into the intestines and boil until the intestinal wall turns white.  Then cut and serve.”
The only sound to be heard in the campsite was Ivyy’s wrenching.
“I don’t care what was in it,” Jukk enthused undaunted.  “That was one of the best-tasting desserts I’ve ever eaten.”




CHAPTER 40:  Liperges
Ivyy’s stomach was still queasy the next morning, so after boarding the cruisers, Malick gave the order to proceed at a leisurely pace.  They drifted above the river and into the darkened forest.  This time through, the forest was eerily quiet, and he saw very little wildlife of any kind.  They’d reached the halfway point when he noticed the river flowed into a small lake that appeared to have no exit.  The sky was blood red by then, and the glassy surface of the lake reflected its ghastly aberration.
“The water must be seeping into an underground aquifer,” Malick stated aloud.
“Captain,” Daxx shouted from the other cruiser, “that wasn’t the same river we originally followed through the forest.”
“Correct,” Malick threw back.  “We'll have to find an alternative route or go back to the prairie we crossed yesterday and find the right river.”
“Captain, if I may,” Pota broke in meekly.
“Please, continue.”
“I’m familiar with this area.  In front of us, just to the right, is a substantial game trail that continues in a fairly straight line to the other side of the forest.  We should have no problems with these conveyances following the trail.”
“What do you mean, you're familiar with this area?”
“I mean, my Symbiont remembers this area.”  She hesitated before continuing.  “My Symbiont and I are one.  Please don’t make me differentiate between the two of us in everything I say.  It can become confusing to me.  Just know that we are now one, but I’m still me, Pota.  Do you understand?”
“I don’t understand why it would be confusing, but I do understand why it would be annoying.  I’ll no longer ask you to differentiate, and I expect the rest of the crew will soon comply as well.”  Malick scanned everyone within earshot, and they nodded in agreement.  “Violet, Pota will lead us through the forest.”
He stepped to one side to allow Pota to stand at the helm. 
A short time later, he sat with Lumina and Kitty as they ate a quick meal.
“I've to admit, I find Pota’s actions and word usage both fascinating and curious since the Symbiont joined with her.”  Lumina picked at her dried biscuit.
“Yes, there are both subtle and noticeable differences,” he agreed.  “I can't see how it could be anything to the contrary, considering the massive physiological alterations she’s coping with after the implantation.  I hope I made the right choice.  I mean, she was completely unresponsive and in the throes of death.  It wasn’t like I could ask her for her permission.”
“As you say, be easy with yourself.  There was no other choice.”
Kitty not like Odd ones.
You shouldn't discriminate against the Symbionts, just because they're different.
What is discriminate?
To form an unjust opinion solely on the grounds that something clashes with your expectations of normal or makes you uncomfortable.
Kitty not discriminate.  Kitty not like Odd ones.
He was just about to continue the conversation, when Pota called out.
“Captain, please come!”
Malick joined her at the helm as Violet came to a stop.  Before them, massive trees towered like sentinels.  Their broad spreading canopies sucked up the vermilion glow from the sky.  The air above the explorers was a maze of stout branches shooting in all directions.  Innumerable vines hung from the branches, stopping at varying heights above the floor, casting a draconian shroud over the sleeping forest. 
Sweeping his eyes across the ground ahead, the reason they had stopped became apparent:  an injured overseer was caught in a trap of vines.  It lay still and lifeless.  He swiftly scanned the grounds around them, but sensed no other Chosen—possessed or otherwise—within the vicinity.
“Captain, if I may.”
“Continue, Pota.”
“I now have an intimate knowledge of their physiology.  I suggest you and I disembark and come to the aid of the injured overseer.  Because the Chosen have seen you or been told about you, it won’t be spooked.”  Pota brought her lips together into a tight line.  She looked as if she wanted to say more, but stopped.
“Did you have something to add, Pota?” he asked.
Her eyes filled with excitement.  “So many words!”
Malick dismissed her outburst as part of the assimilation process.  “I agree, no use in putting anyone else at risk.”  He turned the rest of his crew.  “Pota and I will disembark and render aid to the Chosen.  If we require further assistance, I’ll call for it.  Standby and stay alert.”
“Captain, I must disagree,” Redd protested vehemently.  “Jukk or myself should go with you—to stand guard.”
Malick shook his head.  “No, you have a much better vantage point of the surrounding area from your lofty position on the cruiser.  If there is a problem, alert me.”
He lowered the ladder to the ground.
Lumina came up beside him and kissed him on the cheek.  “Be quick, and be weary of the overseer.  Just in case,” Lumina whispered into his ear.
He gave her hand a gentle squeeze.  “I can sense no other Chosen nearby, but you still need keep a sharp lookout for dangers.”
When he set foot on the forest floor, Kitty was already waiting for him.
I asked you to wait on the Cruiser.
Kitty never leave Parent again.
Giving in to his cat’s over-protectiveness, Malick continued toward the injured Chosen with Kitty striding alongside him.  It was lying on the ground in excruciating pain, clutching one of its legs and moaning pitifully.  As they approached, it became even more distressed and tried to inch away with the remainder of its functioning legs.
Kitty, you're agitating the Chosen.  Hide and continue down the trail.  Be on the lookout for other Chosen.
Odd ones everywhere.
His head swiveled left then right as he hurriedly looked about.  He saw nothing.  Sensed nothing unexpected.  I only sense this one.  Where are the others?
This only ground Odd one.  Many tree Odd ones watching.
Malick whirled around.  He raised his head and peered at the leafy canopy above the cruisers.  Now he saw them—hundreds of Liperges hanging by their tails, blending almost perfectly with the dangling vines.  He opened his mouth to signal Redd when he saw Jukk rear back and launch a Flowerstar right at his head.  He ducked, spinning on his heel as he tracked the lethal weapon’s flight.  To his surprise, the injured overseer was standing directly behind him with a sword in both of its upper hands ready to strike.  The Flowerstar penetrated the creature’s skull just below its compound eyes.
The weapon continued its deadly flight, exiting the back of the creature’s head—as if it was nothing more than an overripe melon—before the whirling projectile made an abrupt about-face and returned to its owner.
Malick scrambled back around in time to see the overseer standing in front of him as if nothing had happened for what seemed like a minute before green fluid gushed outward and ran down its mandibles in streaming rivulets.
Malick picked himself up from the ground and zeroed in on the cruisers.  Liperges dropped from the canopy, speeding toward his unsuspecting crewmen. 
Pointing skyward he screamed, “Plan A!  Plan A!”
“No!”  Redd shrieked back.
Before Malick could issue the order again, a hulking Liperge had Lumina by the throat with one hand and Nep by the hair with the other.  The last thing he saw on Violet’s deck was Bit and Byte’s Laswords arcing through the air before the exclusion field snapped into place.  Two more Liperges landed on cruiser 1 with Ram battling one, and Jukk dicing up the other.
“Pixel.  Plan A!  That's an order!”  Malick yelled above the melee.
Pixel put the cruiser at full throttle, but the response was sluggish.  As the cruiser inched toward him, he saw Stam rear up and ensnare a Liperge with a dozen of its sharp legs seconds before the creature descended on Redd.  Stam pulled its legs outward, tearing the Liperge to pieces.  As the cruiser picked up speed and sailed headlong into the arboreal chaos above him, steady streams of blood rained off the rear deck. 
Malick steeled himself to focus on his own predicament.  Pota stood to his left, and dozens of Liperges surrounded them, yet for some unfathomable reason they didn't attack.  He used the opportunity to marshal his forces.
Kitty, remain hidden.  Don’t attack the Liperges yet.  At the first sign of aggression toward us, clear an escape route out of this forest.  If I don’t make it, you must survive at all costs.  Be hidden and be deadly.
Kitty understand.  Kitty ready.  Parent watch for tree Odd ones tail.
I understand.  We must get to the tall grasses in the prairie on the other side of this forest.  That's our first goal.
Kitty understand.  Kitty lead.  Parent follow.
Malick stole a glance in Pota’s direction.  Her eyes bulged; she was petrified.
“Pota, listen carefully but don’t move.  If there’s a fight, you must stay a safe distance from me.  Try to keep at least ten feet between us.  Maintain your Lasword upright, between you and these Liperges.  Make them go through the Lasword to get to you, whether you're on your feet or your back.  Whatever you do, don’t swing your Lasword about wildly.  Try to calm your nerves.  Do you understand?”
“Yes, Captain.”  The tremble in her voice made her words barely understandable.
Malick couldn't fault her; their situation was dire, as he could no longer flicker.
“That was smart of you, Captain.  Ordering escape Plan A was the only logical choice, even though our demise appears imminent.”
“We'll get through this.  I promise.”
Almost a minute passed before a beast a little taller than him—yet many times his bulk—fell from the branches and landed with a mighty thud several strides in front of him.  Power and knowledge emanated from the creature; this was the Liperge he had seen from the edge of the lake the other morning; a Liperge coupled with a Symbiont—he was sure of it!
Suddenly it roared and pounded its chest, demonstrating its might.
Kitty, clear a path.  Now!
“Activate your Lasword and watch out for their tails.”  Malick struggled to remain in control as he switched on his Lasword.
In the time it had taken him to activate his Lasword, the Liperges had turned the once life-sustaining forest into a killing stage, similar to the ancient Arenas of Death he remembered back on Oberus.  As the tree canopy erupted in pandemonium, Liperges began jumping up and down, screeching and shrieking at the top of their lungs. 
The lead Liperge roared again, and Malick removed all extraneous thoughts from his mind, preparing himself for its onslaught.
But his worst fear was realized, when—instead of the biggest and strongest among them attacking him in single combat—all of the beasts surrounding him attacked at once.
At the same instant, an eruption of tortured screams from the path to the east pierced the frenzy.  Kitty was making her move at just the right time.  Startled by the noise, his would-be executioners hesitated for a split-second—long enough for him to leap right, roll, and bring his Lasword across the stomach of his closest attacker.  Thrusting himself in a cartwheel, he rolled to his right, severing the head of another before landing and immediately cartwheeling in the air again to his right and decapitating yet another.  The descending horde hesitated a second time, as pieces of their fellow death dealers fell to the ground with sickening thuds.
Malick wasted no time, weaving in and out of their ranks removing a tail here, a leg there, and splitting a torso whenever possible.  These exploits didn't come without a price when blows of living Liperges and the last strikes of dying Liperges hit their mark, battering him about and bruising him badly.  The surge of Liperges was relentless, but so was Malick.  He had become the harbinger of death, losing track of the number of creatures he decimated. 
By the time his reflexes became lethargic, and his reactions a shade slower, the ground was soaked with blood, littered with body parts, and stunk of death.  It was then he noticed an end to the onslaught.  With his breaths coming fast and hard, he turned to see Pota on her knees, but alive.
Malick’s eyes flickered across the carnage where the lead Liperge was holding its ground, its eyes wild with rage, and its teeth clenched tight, ready for revenge.  Rearing up on its hind legs, it roared once, pounded its chest, and then moved toward him with unbelievable speed.  He braced for the deadly encounter.  He couldn't have anticipated what would happen next.
The mighty beast began hurling pieces of its fallen brethren at him like cannonballs. He dodged left, right, downward, and backward.  He avoiding tails, legs, and heads, but was caught off guard by the headless corpse that slammed into his chest.  The bulk of the creature was much larger than his own, causing him to abruptly fly backward and driving him squarely into a tree.  No sooner had he shaken the cobwebs from his fatigued mind when he glanced up to see an enormous fist hurtling towards his chest.  With every ounce of speed he could muster, he twisted away an instant before the fist collided full bore into the tree trunk.  Vines and leaves rained down onto the carpet of death, but the enormous Liperge didn't even seem to register the shattered hand at the end of its muscular arm.  The Symbiont within was now in full control. 
Regaining his footing, Malick fortified himself for the next attack.  His actions were purely defensive now, and he knew if he didn't regain offensive control, the fight would not end in his favor.
Pulverized hand or not, the stout reptilian-monkey swung the useless appendage at his head, while preparing to break him in half with its other limb-shattering fist.  Malick realized the ploy in time to dodge both assaults, but didn't see its tail sweep up from the ground.  The pulverizing blow caught him squarely on the hips, throwing him across the killing field to collide against the trunk of a massive tree. 
This time the cobwebs wouldn’t go away.  Struggling to his feet, he could just make out the monstrously strong beast coming toward him for the final crushing blow.  Clutching at the bark, he twisted himself around in a series of laboriously slow motions, putting the tree between him and the mountain of muscle bearing down on him.  In doing so, Malick didn't realize his Lasword had passed through the trunk several times.  As the beast pounced forward, it reached out for him, but he continued to spin, hoping to come at the creature from its backside.  In a desperately wild and final lunge, he brought his Lasword down in a broad arc, severing the creature’s left leg and taking a huge chunk out of the tree.  The Liperge looked down at its leg in disbelief and fell backward, unable to right itself.  Then, to his unbelieving eyes, the blood flow stemmed, and the creature sprang up on one leg then into a crouch using its tail to steady itself, once again ready for another attack. 
An earsplitting snap echoed through the forest as the massive tree pitched downward, heading straight for the injured Liperge.  Even a creature as formidable as this one was no match for the felled tree.  Its trunk crushed the beast in an instant, along with dozens of other Liperges hanging from its branches.
Malick’s mind was still foggy when he stumbled forward and noticed he had dropped his Lasword in the process.  His fatigue was such that he could no longer grasp the lightweight yet deadly weapon.  In a state of silent shock, he reached down for his weapon and noticed it was still in his right hand lying on the ground.  He raised his right forearm in bewilderment, only to see a stump spurting blood.  Groping for the sleeve of his shirt, he ripped it from the shoulder and hurriedly wrapped the hemorrhaging limb.
“Sorry, Captain.  Let me get that for you,” Pota said, picking up the Lasword, then prying his lifeless fingers from the grip. 
The Lasword retracted, and she hung it on her belt while he tore the lace from his boot, making a tourniquet to stanch the flow of blood.
“I told you to keep a safe distance, Pota!  How could you be so careless?  In fact, how can you still be alive?”
Malick’s body began to realize what had just happened.  Waves of pain assaulted his brain like a tsunami.
“Don’t worry.  Your pain will be over soon.  The loss of a hand is trivial to one who will no longer require it.  As our new King, all your wants and desires will be handed to you, so to speak,” Pota snickered.  “We love the words.”
She was laughing, actually laughing.  This thing in front of him was no longer Pota.
“Bitula lied to us.  You staged all of this.”
“Since the stampede.  You played your parts marvelously.  Beyond our wildest dreams, in fact.”
Malick was finding it increasingly difficult to organize his thoughts, and if he hoped to survive, he knew he must conquer his pain.  His body belonged to him and no one else!  Pain is just a nervous impulse to the brain.  Disregard it!  He hardened his resolve.  “Bitula said the Liperges no longer held Symbionts, but it lied!  It also said the same thing you said—the Symbionts were subservient to the host, not the possessor of the host!  How could you do this to us?”
“We're the ultimate form of life.  Why waste time evolving a body?  We’ve spent our time evolving the mind.  Lower life forms are given a gift when we inhabit them.”
“We showed you nothing but kindness, and this is how you repay us?”
“Traits of an inferior intellect.  We offer you and your band of vagabonds peaceful bliss and long life.  All we ask in return is the use of your bodies.”
“How can being trapped in one’s body be blissful?”
“When we inhabit a being, their mind—whether tiny like the Chosen, or extremely advanced as is this one’s—is constantly being fed chemicals which it finds pleasing, while surrendering itself to our every command.  This Pota has never been happier.”
“So, what do you call yourself?”
“I'm Pota now, but you also knew me as Bitula.”  A bubble of laughter found its way to the surface.
“I’ll fight you every inch of the way!”
“You will try. They all do.  Remember when you first saw Pota awaken?  She realized what had happened only for a second—it was in that second the expression of terror crossed her face, the second before I took control forever.  That's how long your realization will last, before our chemicals sweep you into everlasting serenity.”
“What will you do with me?”
“According to this one, you're the leader of your group.  Your intellect and physical prowess are far beyond those of your peers.  I must admit I agree with them.  That was quite a performance you just put on.  However, the Liperges wouldn’t have injured you beyond our repair.”  The creature that once was Pota sneered at him.  “Once you become a host, we'll use you to lure the others into being hosts.  From this one’s knowledge, you’ve learned to pass beyond the great storm to other parts of this planet you call Sworld.  We'll use that capability to possess the rest of your group, the Flyers, the Runners, the Gliders, and the Riders of the Wind.  The Acotylites hold no interest to us and seem but an oddity of nature.  From that point we'll explore the rest of the planet and possess whom we wish.  Maybe someday, we can escape Sworld altogether and travel to your home world.  You would enjoy that, wouldn’t you?”  Deviant laughter passed through its lips.
While it gloated, Malick had mastered his pain and regained command of what remained of his faculties.  “You forgot a word.  It's so obvious I can't believe it escaped your superior consciousness.”
“And what word might that be, Captain.”  The venom in its voice was matched only by the sickening supremacy emanating from its leer.
As a whoosh splintered the stillness, its patronizing gaze yielded to frozen shock—a shock that would forever be etched on its contorted face.  The emerald hilt protruding from under its chin gave off a faint green glow in the otherwise ruddy radiance filtering through the crown of the forest.  The body that had once belonged to Pota remained upright as the Symbiont within fought to keep her alive.  When the end finally came, it slumped onto the bloody muck, staring wide-eyed into the trees above.
“Ambidextrous.  That's the word you forgot.”  He reached out and retrieved the emerald dagger with his left hand, holstered it, then fell down beside the lifeless mass, tears welling within his eyes. 
“Forgive me, Pota.”




CHAPTER 41:  Click, Click
Kitty, where are you?  Are you hurt?
Kitty hurt.  Little.  Parent hurt?
Yes.  I'm hurt.  Bad.  I've killed their leader and unfortunately, Pota died saving my life.  Please make sure everyone knows that.  The Odd ones are our worst enemy.  We can never return to this quadrant.  Make sure you tell them that as well.
Parent not leave Kitty.  Kitty not let you.  Kitty see you.  Parent come to Kitty.  Tree Odd ones leave.  Kitty and Parent leave.  Now!
He looked down the trail, blinking several times to clear his vision.  At last he saw his precious cat limping toward him.
I see you.  I'm coming.  Hide until I get there.
Retrieving both Laswords, he clipped them to his belt.  As he rose to his feet, the onslaught of pain was almost too much.  Something was not right inside him; bones were broken and there was bleeding. 
Malick steadied himself.  “You put the pain at bay once; now do it again!”  He screamed at himself.  Gazing at his stump, he saw the flow of blood had subsided.  The tourniquet was working.  He must remember to loosen it every once in a while or suffer gangrenous consequences.  He told himself over and over not to forget to loosen it as he fought through the pain and made his way to his treasured cat.
Parent follow Kitty.  Hurry.  Ground Odd ones coming.
I understand.  I’ll follow as best I can.  Take us to the grasses.
That was when he took stock of Kitty.  She was limping, lumbering doggedly forward.  Still, even at such a slow crawl, he found himself lagging behind. 
“You must fight through this fog in your mind,” he scolded himself.  “You must keep pace!” 
But when Malick tried to raise his head, a wave of nausea slammed into him; he staggered backward in shock, clutched his midsection, and gulped in a lungful of foul-smelling air.  When the initial wave of nausea had passed, he blew out his breath and raised his eyes to the road, instinctively setting one foot in front of the other, automatically righting himself when he stumbled.  Careful not to raise his head again, he swept his eyes over the landscape:  shredded corpse after shredded corpse littered the path Kitty had cleared.  He lost track of time and repeatedly heard Lumina’s strained voice calling out to him; she too was in pain.  He searched the forest continually but never found her.  He touched his tunic then his pant-leg.  He was completely soaked; was it Triday already?  Nothing else seemed wet.  He was so hot.  Why was he here?  Where was here?  All he knew was that he must follow Kitty.  Keep following Kitty.
As his fog began to clear, so did his interpretation of his surroundings.  Something was not right.  There was a nagging in his subconscious.  Something was following them.  Its essence was bright in his senses.  Odd ones! 
Exiling his malaise, Malick caught his second wind.
Kitty, how far until the grasses?
Just ahead.  Kitty sense Swift teeth in the grass.
Swift teeth?  She wasn’t making sense.  A large contingent of Chosen was swiftly closing in on them; of that he was certain.
Kitty, get us to the grasses as fast as you can.  The Chosen are almost upon us.
As her awkward gait increased, Malick summoned every ounce of his remaining fortitude to keep up.  He had no idea how much time had passed or the distance they had covered, when Kitty suddenly came to a stop.  He raised his downtrodden stare:  a wall of grass stretched evenly to the north and south.  The grasses were a little taller than he was, and impossible to see through—exactly what he’d hoped for.  He heard a sound out of the wilderness; it was somehow familiar.
“Screech, click, click, squawk, squawk.”
“Screech, click, click, squawk, squawk.”
“Squawk, screech, screech.”
“Click, click.”
“Click, click.”
The grasses parted before him, and he stood face-to-face with what Kitty called Swift teeth—the most efficient killing machine he’d seen on Sworld since the Gliding Gore.  The Grass lizard stared at him, swiveled its head from side to side, sniffed, and then uttered the familiar sound. 
“Click, click.”
In the next instant, dozens of Grass lizards surrounded them.  Circle upon circle of Swift teeth as far as he could see, each one staring and sniffing at him then lowering their heads slightly to sniff his cat.  As one pushed its way through the ranks and closed in on Malick, he held his ground, lifting a finger to his lips as a warning to his overzealous protector.
“Screech, screech, squawk, screech.”
“Squawk, squawk, squawk.”
“Screech, screech, squawk, screech.”
“Click, click.”
“Click, click.”
The grass lizards shifted their attention into the forest. That’s when they saw the oncoming Chosen.  In an astounding display of precision, the lizards broke rank and darted away.  In the moment that followed Kitty’s moniker for the lizards proved out tenfold as the Swift teeth closed in on the Chosen and decimated the first line of workers before they even knew they were under attack. 
As the carnage continued, he turned back toward the grasses to see the original Grass lizard standing behind him.  It turned sideways and motioned with its head toward the grasses.
“Squawk.”
“Click, click.”
When it motioned him again, he saw a peculiar discoloration on its scales.  Around its neck was a marking that matched Ram’s grip.  He blinked.  His vision cleared just as it darted into the grasses.
Swift teeth wants Kitty and Parent follow.
Lead the way.
Kitty rushed into the grasses with Malick following right behind her.  They were traveling at the top of his speed, and the grasses felt like they were lashing out against him, whipping every inch of skin from his body.  As the tortuous blades pounded against his stump, he cried out in pain.  Malick held his forearm behind his back and bent his head forward in an effort to negate the punishment being rendered on his fleeing body.  The only things he could see were the tip of Kitty’s tail and an endless prairie of grass.  It had started raining again, and the humidity and heat were killing him.  When he looked at his arm, it was scarlet under the green sky.  Had he forgotten to loosen the tourniquet?  When was the last time he’d done it?  What was he just thinking about?  Where was he?  He saw no sign of Kitty, only grass in the stifling heat.
Parent!  Wake!  Parent!
A course tongue was licking his face.  The Grass lizards were eating him!  Malick bolted upright, sweat streaming from his face. 
No, it wasn’t the lizards; it was Kitty, only Kitty.  He was hallucinating.  He was dying.  Water.  Kitty.  Water.  Must have water.
Parent grab Kitty’s tail.  No let go!  Kitty tell Swift teeth find water.  No let go!
Staggering to his feet, he grabbed Kitty’s tail with his uninjured hand.  She moved forward, and he stumbled after her. 
Stay conscious.  Hold on.
What was happening?  There was something he was supposed to do, he knew it, but he couldn't remember what it was.  Malick was too hot to think straight.  A Grass lizard was dragging him across the prairie.  His good hand was being swallowed over and over, while the grasses lashed against his head and shoulders.  Black, greasy rats of every size gnawed on his bloody stump as the lizard tugged on his arm and yanked him toward their feeding grounds.
Air!  Drowning!  He was drowning!  Struggling to breathe, Malick fought with the water, trying to gain air.  Finally, his hand found purchase in the mud, and he lifted himself to freedom.  As he gasped and coughed, he realized he had been face down in the shallows of a lazy river.  Looking down, the muddy waters drifted downstream, and he was soon staring at cool, clear water.  He lowered his head and drank deeply, gulp after gulp, until he could drink no more.  Rolling to his side, he hauled himself to the sandy shore and flopped on his back, breathing heavily.  His mind drifted away.
Parent.  Wake.
Kitty licked Malick’s face until he pushed her away.  He struggled to a sitting position.
Where are we?
Swift teeth found water.  Kitty pulled Parent to water.  Parent not right.
So it was you dragging me through the grass—not them?  Thank you.  You pulled me to the water just in time.  Thank you.
Parent eat.
Kitty dropped a headless fish in his lap and then chomped down on the three others she had caught.  As she crunched through her meal, he poked down as much of the raw fish as he could stomach.  His mind knew he needed to eat, but his body would have none of it.  When was this heat going to subside? 
Malick wriggled back into the calm waters and submerged his body.  The coolness against his skin felt like pleasure incarnate.  His thoughts began to drift down into the cold depths.
The next thing he knew, Kitty was lugging him ashore with his boot in her mouth.
Parent not right.  Kitty call to Silver eyes.  Silver eyes not hear Kitty.  Kitty try harder.
The heat was unbearable.  Malick awoke to find his stub was numb.  Not a good thing.  Undoing his makeshift tourniquet, he removed the bloody sleeve of his shirt.  The end of his stump was darkened and ripe with decay.  Gangrene!  He’d surely die if he did nothing.
Kitty?
Kitty here.
I need you to find maggots.
Maggots?
Little worms that live in and eat dead animals.
Parent hungry?
No.  Find maggots. Hurry.
She returned dragging half a dead carcass in her wake.  She dropped it at his feet.  He reached into the carcass and fished around, coming out with a handful of squirming maggots.  Washing the maggots from the rotting flesh pushed the limits of his sanity.  When he’d built up a small pile of clean maggots, he held his stump upright, grabbed a handful, and placed the squirming scavengers on his decaying flesh.  He re-bandaged his stump, tying his bootlace only tight enough to keep the bandage from coming off.
Kitty not understand?
Maggots eat dead flesh and bacteria.  Hopefully they’ll keep me from losing my arm or my life.  Let’s hope Lumina finds us in time.
Kitty try harder.
The oppressive heat was too much to bear.  Dark clouds gathered above him, blocking out most of the light.  It began to rain.  Was it real this time?  He loved rain.  But the rain that touched him now was not cool and clear; it was hot and stifling.  He couldn't breathe.  Why was it so hot?  His eyelids drooped over his bloodshot eyes, shutting out the only light. 
Death surrounded him.  It came in the form of every person he’d ever wronged.  They were here for their pound of flesh, their vengeance. 
The first in line had a startled expression stretched across her sunken face like a death mask.  Her eyes stared blankly forward, yet screamed for help from deep within her imprisoned soul. 
NO!




EPILOGUE
Malick.  I know you can hear me.  I have done all that is possible for you.  The rest is up to you.  Do you have the will to live?  Malick!  Awaken!
The words were barely audible this far down in the water.  It was cool here.  Peaceful.  He didn't want to leave this place, but something inside him said it wasn’t for him.  Not yet.  Not as long as he had a choice, and he always had a choice.  But was his choice always the right choice?  The right choice never wavered:  survive and help others survive.  But life wasn’t merely survival.  It was growth.  It was struggling.  It was a unrelenting drive to constantly move forward.  It was hard.  It was beautiful.  And it was worth fighting for, whatever the cost. 
The peacefulness gave way to a struggle for air.  Malick knew he must gain the surface or drown trying.  He kicked with everything he had and clawed his way upward, up toward the sparkling horizon, up toward life.  From down below, lifeless hands raked at his feet, threatening to suck him back under, but he would have none of it.  He broke free of their deadly grasp and raced toward the surface, toward the light.  At last he breached the top and took an explosive gulp of air.
Malick bolted upright to a sitting position.  Pain burst through his consciousness like a massive detonation.  He swayed back and forth, moaning.   Gentle hands fell upon him, holding him steady, pressing something icy against his feverish forehead.
You had me worried.  It seems even you have limits.  Drink.  Drink as much as you can.  Then rest.  All your crewmen are well.
Sage brought a bowl of liquid to his lips.  Though it smelled foul and tasted bitter, he drank all of it.  The gentle hands eased him back down.
Lumina?
Fine.  Now, sleep.
The next time Malick opened his eyes, the bright green sky was shining its light through the window in his portable quarters.  He sat gingerly upright and held his swirling head in both hands.  Then he realized it was just his left hand and a stub.  A quick glance around the room revealed Sage sitting in the corner observing him.
I'm sure I owe you my life.  Thank you.
You owe me nothing.  Your well-being is enough.  It was your precious Kitty who saved you.  She told me she dragged you through the grass in search of water, where you nearly drowned yourself—repeatedly.  It seems you made a friend with the grass lizards, not an easy feat by any stretch of the imagination.  She called out to Lumina for days before the others found you.  Ram had to place Kitty on the floating platform, because her hip was broken.  He placed you by her side, all but dead.  Wise of you to use the maggots, you would not have lived otherwise.
How are the others?
Lumina suffered a lacerated larynx.  She will be able to talk soon and will recover fully.  Nep had a concussion and rent scalp.  We had to cut off her hair in order for her to heal properly.  She will not tell you this, but I think she was glad you did not awaken to see her bald like me.
Sage passed her palm over her hairless blue scalp and smiled.
She looked like the white-skinned daughter I never had.  Her hair is now boyishly short, yet she is as beautiful as ever.
How could it grow that fast?  How long have I been unconscious?
Sage smiled, a woeful, pitying gesture.  Forty cobalt skies—more than a month on your Oberus. 
He raised his stub.  What else is wrong with me beside the loss of my hand?
You had seven broken ribs and a lacerated spleen.  You also lacerated the greater and lesser liver lobes, both posterior kidneys, and one anterior kidney.  You had a concussion, a fractured pelvis, severe dehydration, malnutrition, and septicemia.  You should not be alive, yet you are.  Only your re-imagined self could have come back from such horrific injuries.
Reengineered.
As you wish.
What of the others?  Did they suffer injuries?  Or worse?
Redd broke his shoulder, and Jukk sustained a concussion.  Daxx broke most of his ribs, and Aria broke her arm.  Trell suffered a deep cut on her leg from Redd’s Lasword.  It is a horrible weapon.  Sage sniffed loudly.  Nonetheless, the way Trell tells it, it was either that or death at the hands of those reptilian-monkeys.  Her pale lips spread out into a face-splitting grin.  She says Redd and her are now truly matched. 
Despite his fragile state, he felt himself grinning too.  Will they recover completely?
Yes, only Pota was lost.
Tears spilled down his cheek.
Kitty says she died saving your life.  I respect you for that lie.
His head jerked up.
Please forgive me, but your dreams tell much.  I’ll say nothing.  I was able to piece together most of your trip, including the part that compels you to condemn yourself for the rest of your life.  For what it is worth, I too would have destroyed the Symbiont.
Malick took a measured breath.  Until we encountered the Symbionts,
I’d never met an intelligent life form so utterly devoid of conscience.  It used all of our redeeming traits against us.  I've treated insects with more compassion than the Symbionts would've bestowed on us if they had succeeded.  I'm not so naïve as to view the universe as a kind and gentle place, but the Symbionts’ utter disregard for other life forms is unfathomable.  I'm starting to wonder if the beings that created the portals and these amulets did so to isolate the Symbionts from all other life forms.
Your thirst for knowing will never be quenched, nor should it be.  Perhaps you are correct in your supposition.  The One could have simply erased their existence.  The fact that they did not should tell us something.
His feelings were still too raw for forgiveness.  When you know what that something is, Sage—tell me.
I think you already know.  When will you tell them?
Tell them what?  I already said I don’t know why the Symbionts are still alive.
I'm not referring to those horrible creatures.  When will you tell them about Kitty and yourself?
Why should I?  The crew is functioning just fine with what little knowledge they have about the two of us, as are you.
The situation has changed for Kitty and you.  We are not dumb animals you can throw a treat every now and again to keep happy.  The current phenomena must be explained.
He shot her a questioning look.  I don’t know what you're talking about.  Has something happened to Kitty?
You could say that:  she recovered from a broken pelvis in less than a week—and carried out a number of improbable feats no ordinary Mistcat could perform.  Your crew is now positive your Kitty is more than just a mythical feline.  You can no longer simply pacify them about her mysterious origins; if you do, you will lose their trust forever.
I run the risk of losing them forever no matter which path I take.  If I tell them, some will understand, some will admire me for creating her, and some will hate me.
While that may be true, you do not get to pick which truths they deserve to know.  They also thirst for knowledge.  Would you deny them this—just to ease your own mind?  Sage placed a hand on his shoulder.  While I may not always approve of your past actions, I am beginning to understand them and can even appreciate your point of view.  Should I be denied such growth too?
You're wiser than most.
And you are wise enough to know we all deserve the right to choose.
You're right; I can no longer deceive my crewmen—my
friends and family.  I always knew this day of reckoning would come.  I’ll tell them of Kitty’s origin.  After all, her creation is the reason this voyage came to fruition.
And what of yourself?
Nothing has changed in my actions that requires them to know more than they do.
Sage returned to her seat and stared at him.  That is not true.
What then?
Your severed hand—do you feel it?
He nodded.  Even though he knew it was gone forever, he swore he could still feel it.  It itched horribly. 
He raised his eyes to Sage’s stern face.  We both know of the
phenomenon called ‘ghost feelings’ or ‘phantom limb pain’ associated with lost limbs.  The patient still feels the lost foot, crushed hand, missing leg.  It's a cruel phenomenon in which the victim still feels pain in the limb that no longer exists.  So yes, I feel my severed hand.
Then look at it.
He shot her a sour expression, but acquiesced.  Raising his forearm, he began to unwrap the bandages covering his stump, averting his eyes to the grass ocean swaying in the gentle breeze outside his window.  As he felt the last of his bandages fall away, Malick glanced down at his stump. 
He must still be dreaming, though he didn't feel as if he were still hallucinating.  He was neither hot or cold, nor feverish or chilly.  He thought his mind was functioning fully, yet he seemed to be having some difficulty with his eyesight.  Malick engaged his senses to verify the image before him.
Instead of the blocky stub he’d expected to see, he saw a paddle—a flipper of sorts.  Not able to believe his eyes, he flexed the flipper—it moved.  This was real!
But how? 
Malick flexed it again, then again, over and over until he was convinced he was not hallucinating.  He leaned in closer.  The skin covering the paddle was whitish but translucent.
Malick held the flipper up until it was between him and the window, surprised to find the bright greenish glow from the late-afternoon sky was passing right through it.  He moved it again and then turned it from side to side, barely able to discern something forming underneath the skin beneath the thin layer of muscle.  Apart from the network blood vessels, he could clearly make out a definitive matrix of bone.  His jaw hung in amazement when he recognized the formation of four fingers and the beginnings of a thumb.
Impossible!






BEFORE YOU GO
Thank you for reading, Archana: The Chronicles of Malick. If you enjoyed the book, please leave a review on Amazon and Goodreads so other readers can discover it.


William Harris is hard at work on book three of the series. Want to stay up to date on his progress? Join the Chandra Press Newsletter: chandrapress.com/newsletter.
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