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Deep in thought, Keeper Sonja hurried to her meeting with Elemental Sedia through the narrow and dim back passage that joined the main corridor two turns later in the Keepers of Knowledge complex.

She added to the mental list she was preparing that the vines were faster growing than calculated, and puzzled over why, as she turned the corner into the corridor that housed the nursery and keepers’ children.

The light tubes on the ceiling cast an eerie yellow glow on the smooth rock walls, making it difficult to focus any distance down the passage. It also made Sonja feel the weight of the mountain above the complex press down on her shoulders and, once again, she wondered why humans chose to live and work in the alien cut tunnels and rooms under the mountain.

It took Sonja five heart beats to realise there was nothing normal about the thick cloud of dark grey smoke that oozed under the lintel of the nursery doorway and rose to hover against the ceiling, changing the colour of the lights.

“Fire!” She squinted as she peered down the corridor but saw neither human keepers nor Jlaantei guards. She hoped someone heard her shout.

Stopping at the doorway to the nursery, Sonja looked into the room. A female crawled through an inner doorway of the nursery towards her. The name of the keeper escaped her memory, but more than once Sonja had seen her in the eatery and thought her pleasant enough. Now, she was hardly recognisable. Her face was swollen and red. Her hair was singed stubble. Her braced forearms held her head and chest off the cold tiled floor, but both blackened hands had fluid weeping from pale spots, which looked like burst blisters in the yellowish glow. Where her clothes had burnt away, patches of blackened skin showed. Her mouth hung open to suck in a lungful of clear air before she coughed as she breathed out. She repeated the action as she turned her head and made eye contact with Sonja.

“Fire! I need a healer now!” Sonja did not wait to see if any of the guards normally stationed throughout the complex corridors heard her. Instead, she crouched to avoid breathing in the smoke and eased into the room.

Although Sonja had lived through many fires in her village as a child, with a river on one side and the ocean on another supplying water to escape the flames, she was unsure of what she could do now. She needed water, but was unaware of any large body of water inside the cave system other than the bathing room and the small refillable tank in her lab. Not that she had seen much of the complex since she moved in permanently a year ago. She shook her head because she had not bothered to venture anywhere except from her assigned laboratory to her sleeping quarters, the bathing room and the eatery.

She puzzled over how anything in the cave system would burn, if the smoke was even from a fire. All the furniture she had seen so far in the complex was made of wood or reeds so it had to be furniture burning, unless it was one of the alien machines made of metals that caught fire. But why would there be a machine in the nursery area? 

Sonja reached the burnt keeper but did not touch her. “Hold on,” Sonja told the woman. “Help is coming.”

“The babies.”

“What?” Sonja leant closer to hear her whisper, and even though Sonja had a tight block over her empathy, waves of pain and fear still bombarded her.

“The babies. Need to get the babies out...”

Sonja looked through the far doorway. More smoke billowed under that lintel before it continued through the room on its way to the corridor. If the air near the floor remained clear of smoke Sonja should be able to search for the babies. “Wait here while I look for babies.”

Already on her knees, Sonja crawled through the opening, thankful for the padding of her trousers under her keeper robe protecting her knees from the cold hard tiles. Once in the hall, she heard a baby cry.

Crawling towards the sound, she reached the source of the smoke.

Through the open doorway, she saw the blackened tiles on the bottom three feet of the walls. A small blackened body smouldered on the floor, past help. Another blackened lump behind the first also smoked, releasing more of the stench of burning flesh into the air. Sonja realised it could only be another toddler. The remains of a wooden toy cart, which included a blackened wheel with a metal rod still attached, lay discarded against the left wall. Furniture smouldered but there were no flames adding to the heat. She felt sick when she realised two of the smouldering piles of ash had been cots and the babies were still young enough to sleep in cots.

She could not guess what the third pile of ash had been, but silently prayed it was not a cot with a baby sleeping in it before it caught fire. Two dead babies were enough.

The overwhelming heat burnt a path to her lungs each breath she took. She coughed, before she finally remembered her habit of leaving her lab mask around her neck. As soon as she pulled the fine weave of the mask over her nose and mouth, the heat eased, but did not stop the smell of burnt flesh.

There was no doubt in her mind. One of the toddlers had a fire talent. The uncontrolled force of the flame spread from the dead toddler outwards to hit the walls, leaving them blackened. The furniture must have burst into flames from the blast, causing the smoke to billow out of the room towards the corridor. The previous gene engineer must have created them. Or they could have been born naturally in one of the villages and moved to the complex when their talent was discovered. Either way, the toddler had been too strong to leave unattended.

She felt a flush of anger rise and forced it down. Later she could ask questions, but now there were other babies to rescue.

She continued along the hall towards the sounds of the crying baby and was relieved to feel fresh cool air on her face. The flow of air pumping through the complex pushed the hot smoky air towards the corridor outside the nursery. She coughed to clear the heat and smoke from her lungs and stopped in front of the next doorway. The crying baby clung to the side of her cot and watched the door. Two other babies slept in the next two cots. Smoke hung against the ceiling but the air was clear in the bottom half of the room.

She entered and stood to pull her robe over her head and inhaled a lung full of acrid smoke when she accidentally bumped her mask away from her mouth and nose.

Coughing again to remove the smoke, she crouched closer to the floor before resetting the mask. At least she was thankful she had not acclimatised to the cold mountain air and still wore shirt and trousers under her robe.  

After tying the sleeves of the robe around her waist, she knotted a loop in the hem and slipped her head through. Between coughs to clear her lungs that clogged the fine weave of the mask, she grabbed the first sleeping baby and placed it in the makeshift sling. Taking care not to wake the second sleeping baby, she placed it beside the first, facing the opposite direction. The improvised sling was secure enough to carry them out of the area and left her hands free for the third baby.

She held the crying baby close to her chest as she moved back into the hall. It was difficult to crawl because the sleeping babies in the sling dragged along the floor. Instead, she edged forward on her knees, while she kept one arm around the crying baby and used the other to help support the sling.

When Sonja made it back to the first room, two women in keeper robes eased the burnt keeper onto a portable stretcher. She pulled down her mask before she spoke. “I have three -”

“How many more are still alive?” The keeper interrupted when she saw Sonja enter the room. She wore two bands on the hem of her dark purple robe, which meant that Sonja was obliged to obey her. The second keeper only had one band on her dark purple robe and continued to help the burnt woman, without looking towards Sonja.

“I don’t know. I got these three from the third door on the left of the hallway.” Sonja passed the crying baby to the keeper, freeing her hands to slip the knotted hem of her robe over her head. She showed them the other two babies. “How many more are there supposed to be?”

The keeper ignored Sonja’s question and turned to watch the guards that finally burst into the room. Four Jlaantei guards hurried through the room with buckets of water. Three more of the alien guards left a trail of water drops from wet blankets as they followed the first group. More guards entered and formed a line to pass empty buckets out of the nursery and full buckets through the room into the hallway. They worked in an eerie silence only broken by the moans of the burnt female and the sobs of the crying baby.

Sonja decided the guards had everything under control, and if there were more babies, they could rescue them. She eased the two babies out of the sling onto the floor beside the stretcher. One woke and started to whimper.

“You don’t have any children so why are you in here?” The keeper frowned.

“I am Keeper Sonja.” She patted the toddler who whimpered, both to quiet the child and hide her shaking hands. “I work in the laboratory and was on my way to report to Elemental Sedia when I saw the smoke.” The keeper did not remove her frown. Sonja wondered what she had done wrong and why the keeper was projecting anger. “I had to help.”

“Keepers do not make Elemental Sedia wait. Go and report. We have everything under control.”

“Yes, Keeper.” Sonja kept her expression pleasant as she squeezed around the line of guards and out of the door but her anger smouldered, just like the furniture back in the room with the dead toddlers.

* * *
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Two elderly keepers hurried through the waiting room where Sonja sat on a reed chair, into Elemental Sedia’s office. The polished wooden door closed behind them with a gentle thud. It stopped her eavesdropping, so she spent her time thinking about what she had seen. How could a fire start in the nursery? From a talented toddler?

She hung her keeper robe over the back of her chair to let it air while she waited, but the smells of smoke and burnt flesh mixed with another smell, lingered in both her robe and the clothes she wore. The odours did not help her upset stomach. She thought about leaving to change out of her smoky shirt and pants before she reported, but realised if Elemental Sedia was anything like Elemental Vania back at her parent’s village, she would not like to be kept waiting. Better to wait now and ignore the smell.

Instead, she worried about her trial of berry seedlings, wondering if the results would show the expected outcomes after she discovered and altered the genes responsible for the poison. Hopefully, as they grew, the poison would disappear and the fruit become edible.

Waiting for the two keepers to reappeared, she continued to worry the trials would not work out and she would be sent back to her village in disgrace. Surely not? So far, all the reports said she qualified to continue as a full keeper, and she did undertake the trials without supervision, so Elemental Sedia must be happy with her tests. Besides, the few times she actually left the complex to look at the berry trials she worked all day without breaks collecting needed local herbs for tonics against common human ailments. She could not be accused of not working hard.

She loved the mountains, the cool air, the shady trees and everything about living there. There was no comparison to the moist heat and biting insects of the mud flats, or even her family’s cramped reed hut. And the food was so much better, with more variety than in her village, where they existed on fish and tubers.

She could not be sent back. She would not go.

“Keeper Sonja.” Sonja bought her attention back to the room and the two keepers waiting in front of her. “Elemental Sedia said you were to go in.”

“Thank you,” She grabbed her robe and slipped her arms back into the sleeves as the two keepers left the room. After she pulled the robe back over her head to hide her clothes, she took one deep breath to calm her nerves before she entered Elemental Sedia’s office.

Part of the back wall had a rectangle opening bored through the rock, leaving a window filled with a transparent substance similar to glass. It gave a beautiful view of the trees outside and let in the sunlight. The sunlight covered the floor inside the window and slowly crept closer to the outer wall as the planet turned.

There was enough daylight to clearly see Elemental Sedia. She stood to the left of the large window in her traditional shape of a slowly swirling column rising six feet into the air. For some reason the five elementals preferred the shape of a column when communicating with the humans or Jlaantei but could rearrange their mass to include a face or arms and legs if they needed to impress their audience.

Elemental Sedia was the same size as Elemental Vania back at the village, except where Elemental Vania’s mass was shades of orange, Elemental Sedia displayed shades of purple.

Sonja learnt as a child that each elemental was an intelligent being of energy that could change from their normal smoky mass of cells to a liquid state similar to mercury and then compress their mass to a hard state like a solid clay ball.

She often wondered if each elemental turned to rock when they died and released their energy into the atmosphere, or if each cell of their bulk just evaporated into the air, but could not find the information in the history archives. How she would love a sample of elemental cells to study. She tried to repress that image in case Elemental Sedia decided to read her thoughts. Instead, she forced her mind to picture the rows of vines in the trials.

An unwanted picture flashed into Sonja’s mind of sitting beside the other children in her village listening to the story of how the aliens called elementals visited Earth and rescued certain humans with psychic talents from some war that threatened to destroy the planet and bought them all to Mannuholm, where they proceeded to breed future generations with psychic talents.

Unlike the rest, Sonja knew the children were only taught the parts of history that the elementals wanted the humans to learn. She knew parts of the tale were glossed over because her own grandmother’s stories differed from what she was taught in class.

Even so, she was glad to be chosen to learn how to manipulate the gene structure of local plants to make them edible for both the indigenous livestock and the humans. And now she was finally getting to alter human genes. She forced her mind back to picturing rows of vines, twisting and turning around the support posts.

“Keeper Sonja,” Elemental Sedia greeted her through the Jlaantei machine that translated the elemental’s thoughts to sound. Elementals could make themselves heard using mind speech but for some reason the elementals insisted on using sound whenever they could.

“I am here to report on the trials of the altered berries.”

“Yes, I heard good things on the results so far. What is that odour?”

Sonja was shocked to realise that this elemental could smell. How? She was not aware that they had noses to smell with. Could they taste the smell in the air or absorb the smell into their bulk? That seemed more likely. “The smell is smoke in my clothes from the fire in the nursery.”

“Sad.” Her column spun faster. “To lose two talented babies.”

“Talented?” Sonja’s guess was correct. They were not keeper’s children; they were psychic experiments. “What were the babies’ talents?”

“One was a fire starter and the other was capable of extracting water from the air, so we had high expectations of his ability to control the weather.”

“You knew this at their ages?”

“Yes.”

“So the talented child started the fire that killed both of them and injured a keeper?”

“Yes, he apparently didn’t want to share a toy with the second child.”

Sonja could not believe it. “You are breeding highly talented children but keep them locked in the nursery without supervision?”

Elemental Sedia slowed her spinning column. “What do you know of human children?”

“I looked after the little ones in my village before Elemental Vania said I was bright enough to go to school in the city. They need to mix with other children and learn to share. They cannot be locked up all their lives. They have to see the sunlight and feel the dirt under their feet, and watch other children play so they can learn.” Sonja bit her lip to stop talking before she was placed in charge of children instead of her current work.

“I also have a report that you found the correct human gene to alter for mind reading and the embryo has been implanted. I now need you to look for a human gene to alter to keep a talent dormant until the child has grown. This will stop more accidents like the one we had today. You will report weekly on any findings and will only be interrupted to confirm the results of the berry trials.”

Sonja could not believe what she heard. The research she completed for her final exam was already implanted in someone. Who carried the embryo? “Elemental Sedia, do you know who was implanted with the embryo?”

“Not at this moment, no.”

She needed to meet the other keeper who created the talented babies. Sonja wondered if she dared to ask more questions as she studied the elemental. Elemental Sedia was spinning slowly, so she was not agitated or angry. “Could you tell me the name of the keeper who worked on creating the talented young that died in the fire? Is she here? Could I meet her?” Sonja shifted her weight from foot to foot while she waited for the answer

“You have no need for that information.” The purple cloudy column floated away from the window towards Sonja. “You may leave and begin your new assignment.”

“Thank you.” Sonja hid her disappointment at not learning about the keeper who worked in the lab before Sonja arrived.  She left the office without a backwards glance, while continuing to picture rows of berries. Deep in her mind, she hung onto the glimpse of the elemental’s mass, not spinning at all, but of colours flashing and fading in each cell to make it look like she spun. Like those fish in the oceans of earth that flashed colour along their bodies to warn away predators. Were they called cuttlefish? No, they were molluscs and had pigment sacs. She should find time to look it up next time she visited her parents.

* * *
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Sonja ignored the guards at each intersection on her way back to the lab. She did not even notice the fresh air pumping throughout the underground complex.

Instead, she worried about who carried the embryo she had developed. Would the baby show any signs of mind speech while in the womb? Would she ever see the test results? What sort of tests gave reliable readings without damage to the embryo or the woman carrying it? Would Keeper Kathleen tell her who tested the subjects? Thinking of Keeper Kathleen made her stomach churn. It reminded her she had been feeling unwell since she woke. She coughed to clear her lungs, before breathing in fresh air.

Was she wrong to be excited about it? Especially when she had no intention to bond or have children? What of the baby? Was she doing the right thing helping to bring another baby with a talent into this world? What could happen? And, what happens to the babies that did not turn out as expected? Will she ever know? She coughed again before she swallowed. She did not need to vomit. She would not vomit.

Still deep in thought on the ethics of her experiment, she opened the unlocked door and entered the lab.

The soft click of the door closing behind her was almost missed as she heard a familiar voice. “What is that smell?”

Sonja looked at Joy, one of the apprentices who passed when she did. They remained friends when Joy was assigned to help Sonja in the lab, but Sonja was still not sure if Joy could be trusted with her current thoughts. “I am surprised you can smell anything, over the chemical smells in here.” She smiled. “There was a fire in the nursery and I helped rescue three babies.”

“A fire in the nursery?” Joy put the glass slide she smeared with a test sample of blood onto the base of the microscope before her brown eyes focused on Sonja. “Anyone hurt?”

“Two babies dead and a keeper burnt.” Sonja moved over to Joy’s workspace and lowered her voice. “Are you aware that the nursery is not where the keeper’s babies are supervised, but where our experiments are kept?”

“Makes sense.” Joy shrugged her shoulders. “They have to be monitored and where better than in a nursery?”

“I am beginning to doubt we are doing the right thing. It is not fair on the babies to keep them locked up. They would be better off given to a village family to care for until they are old enough to attend classes.” Sonja remembered the love and sharing of her family, but pushed it aside by memories of hunger, day in and day out. Hunger followed her as she wove grass fish traps or as she made furniture from thick reeds. “I guess they don’t go hungry here like I did at home.”

“I only remember hunger towards the end of each winter.” Joy tipped her head to the side. “But I never regret being selected to study in the city. It was hard work growing crops and minding the herds. We did not have time for games. We did not have time to sit and talk unless our hands undertook one task or another.” Joy eased into the seat in front of the microscope and adjusted the dials to bring the slide into focus. “No, I don’t regret my selection to train as a keeper. Not for a minute.”

“I wonder ...” Sonja was interrupted by the head lab keeper walking into the room, panting.

“Don’t you have enough work to do?” Keeper Kathleen glared at Sonja and Joy.

“Yes, Keeper Kathleen.” Joy lowered her eyes to the microscope.

“And what is that smell?” Keeper Kathleen turned her attention to Sonja.

“I helped rescue three babies in the nursery.” Sonja met Kathleen’s glare, while blocking the anger Kathleen projected.

“Change and get those clothes to the laundry.” Keeper Kathleen glared at Sonja. “This is a sterilised lab. Who knows what germs you picked up in the nursery?”

“Yes, Keeper.” Sonja unclipped the mask hanging around her neck and dropped it the woven basket beside the door. She removed her robe and folded it to fit in the basket, and started retching. She dropped the robe and covered her mouth with her hand. She hurried to the sink in the counter to the left of the door. She just made it.

Between retches, she heard Keeper Kathleen speak to Joy. “Now we have more germs cluttering my lab. Help Sonja with her next project. Elemental Sedia wants our talented embryos to withhold their talents until they mature. Think about how you will do that. And find some herbs to settle her stomach. We can not have her research interrupted every time she wants to vomit.”

“Yes, Keeper Kathleen.” Joy answered with a touch of sadness in her voice. “Does she know?”

“I am sure she will realise sooner or later.”

Sonja missed the next part of the conversation because she vomited again. Why did Joy sound sad? Finally her stomach settled. She rinsed the mess down the drain and turned off the tap before Kathleen ordered her to refill the water tank because she was wasting precious water. “Sorry. I guess the smoke made me sick.”

Keeper Kathleen raised an eyebrow but remained silent. “Change your clothes and hurry back.”

Sonja hated how Kathleen treated her as a child, unable to make her own decisions. She did not look at the stern woman as she left the lab.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 2



[image: ]




Captain Jim Clark, pilot of the survey craft S.C.Bullet, took the lift from his living quarters in the officer’s level of S.S.Last Chance up to the entertainment deck, knowing he was already late. He felt the eyes of the other occupants in the lift on his back as he straightened his uniform jacket. Of the four standing behind him, two were women. Here we go, he thought, as he ran one hand through his short blond hair to flatten any spikes left from his flight helmet. What is the bet one will brush against him or say something to get his attention?

The lift slowed and the doors silently opened. The two males got out on the entertainment level below the level he needed. He was stuck with the females for another level.

“So, handsome, you a pilot?” The female in the flimsy pink dress showing way too much flesh tapped his arm.

He turned and looked her up and down until she blushed.

Her friend nudged her. “Of course he is a pilot. That is a pilot uniform. They don’t just hand them out to anyone.” The friend ran her eyes up and down Jim’s uniform and finally read his nametag. “Are you Vice President James Clark?” She held out her hand. “I am pleased to meet you, Jim.”

Jim ignored her offered hand. “On this mission I am Captain James Clark, as my nametag shows.” He turned his attention to the one in pink. “You want to cover yourself up if you are going to one of the entertainment levels. It can get quite cold there towards the end of the night shift.”

“Has anyone told you, you have lovely blue eyes?”  She slipped her arm behind his elbow and moved closer.

He tried not to breathe in the perfume that surrounded her as he gently removed her hand. “Many times.” The lift slowed and the doors slid open. “Another time, ladies.”

He wove a path through the crowd looking for the eatery where his mother would either be fuming because he was late or planning the next parade of single females with hopes of gaining his interest. No, she promised not to set him up this time.

He saw the sign and entered the eatery. The odour of proteins and carbs frying in hot oil overwhelmed him until he moved further into the large room. He realised the place was designed to let the smells out to attract more customers. Thankfully, it should spare him breathing difficulties while he talked to his mother.

Beth waved from the back of the room. The closer he got the more impressed he became as the noise level dropped and the air grew fresher. There was no noise and no smells around her table, just the smell of recycled air. Two waiters avoided him to deliver loaded plates of food to other patrons.

“Mother.” He dutifully kissed her cheek and eased into the empty seat opposite her.

“You are late.”

“Yes. I told you work would come first this trip. You wouldn’t listen to me.”

“And I told you that work keeps me busy since your father ...”

Jim reached across the table and held her hand. “I know, Mum. I miss him too. But we have a future to live for and have to get on with living it. I will do my best to locate the aliens that destroyed his cruiser.”

“Of course you will. However, we need children to take over the farm if, heavens forbid, anything happens to you. That is more important then finding a planet full of angry aliens who could destroy this ship as easily as your father’s ship.”

He wondered where women learnt the skill of steering any conversation back to old arguments. “Mary can marry and have children if the worst happens to me. There is no law that stops her children from inheriting the farm.” He shook his head. “Enough of that. I am on duty for the first scouting run in this system. They are still collecting data but it looks like we go before the end of second shift tomorrow and it could take three months before I see you again. So, no fighting. Just enjoy the meal.”

“What! So soon!” A look of fear crossed her face. It quickly disappeared behind her professional calm expression. “Of course you won’t listen to a thing I say. Just like your father. Do what you want and don’t worry about the women in the family.”

“Mum. I will be careful, and there is no information that suggests the enemy is in this system. We just have to survey it and move to the next system, or call it quits and go home. You know how it is. Everything moves slowly.”

“Doctor Beth Clark. I thought you never left your office.” Jim released his mother’s hand and waited while the newcomer went through the routine of an unexpected meeting by kissing Beth’s cheeks. After they exchanged cheek kisses, the woman turned to him. “Vice President, I am pleased to meet you.”

“I am only Captain Jim Clark while on this mission.” Jim corrected her comment as he stood and shook her offered hand.

“I am glad to confirm that the stories of how handsome you are were not exaggerated and you got your mother’s blond hair. Even heard you are a better pilot than your dear father.”

Jim released her hand and summed her up in his mind. She was in her early fifties with a few fine lines around her eyes, short black hair and only a few centimetres shorter than Jim, which would make her one sixty-seven to one sixty-nine, less ten more centimetres from the boost of her high-heeled shoes.

She kept her smile firmly in place to cover the awkward moment, while Jim tried to think of something to say that was not pointedly rude.

His mother kept her professional expression on her face as she introduced the newcomer. “Jim, this is Evelyn Joyce, a friend of mine.”

Jim cast a quick glance at his mother. Except for one quick flash of her blue eyes, she acted as if Evelyn was a friend. “Are you a doctor, Evelyn?”

“No, I am in management.” She turned to drag her companion forward. “I want you both to meet my daughter, Harriet.”

Jim looked at the girl. She was tall enough to reach his shoulder but was helped there with her high-heeled shoes. What was it with women balancing on unsteady high-heeled shoes? Her short hair was as black as her mother’s hair, and her serious young face left her with a permanent pout.

Jim was suspicious this was another of his mother’s setups and she had promised faithfully she would not embarrass him if he joined her for a meal.

He could not help the glare he shot towards his mother, but she seemed happy talking to the two women. What was it with mothers and the need for grandchildren? Why couldn’t she patiently wait until he finished this mission and got back home? She knew his views. He was not interested in a woman who only wanted him as a trophy husband to parade in the city and wanted none of the hard work on the farm.

“... wouldn’t you, Jim?” He bought his attention back to the conversation and frowned at his mother. “I said you won’t mind if Evelyn and Harry joined us for a meal.”

When did her name change to Harry? What could he say? “Certainly.”

Jim held the back of the chair until Evelyn sat. He turned to help Harriet but she was already settled. He sank back onto his seat and fumed. This smelled like a set up. It had to be a setup. Harriet kept her eyes on her mother while Evelyn chatted to Beth.

After ordering, Jim watched the three women talk while they waited their meals.

Evelyn started. “Have you heard the latest rumours?”

Beth raised her eyebrows and shook her head.

Jim flipped through the two he heard today. The other ship found the enemy, and the enemy found the other ship. His mother’s raised eyebrows worked. Evelyn parted with the answer.

“I heard we received a vital piece of information as soon as we entered this system.” Evelyn leant forward and lowered her voice. “Apparently they found some evidence of the enemy.”

“Really.” Beth bought the posture and lowered voice and leant forward. If anyone was watching, they would realise gossip was the topic.

Jim glanced at the daughter, but she seemed as bored as when she first arrived at their table. Maybe she heard the rumour before. Maybe she was just not interested.

“Yes, definitely alien.” Evelyn turned to him. “Did you hear that, Jim?”

“No, I am kept too busy to listen to rumours.” It had to be a setup. The woman was parading her daughter for him. The next topic would be her daughter.

“Harry is kept busy in her line of work.” The smile Evelyn gave him could curdle milk. “Aren’t you dear?”

“Yes.” Harriet kept her bored expression on her face, but her eyes took in every movement at the table.

Was Harriet as uncomfortable as he was? “What do you do, Harriet?” Did she even realise it was a staged meeting?

“I work in the crèche.” Harriet actually looked at him.

“You like children?” Jim knew he would kick himself later for starting a conversation with this female.

“Yes. Like everyone else, I wanted to do my duty for the colony. They needed crèche workers so I volunteered.” She shrugged her shoulders, and then spent time adjusting the thin straps of her red top. “What is three years out of my life? I will be able to talk about this adventure for years to come.”

“And what did you do back home?”

“Oh, this and that.” Harriet put her pout back on her face and looked at her mother.

“Harry was busy with her education, and has lots of friends in the city. That kept her busy.”

Jim could picture her with a gaggle of giggling females. Shopping, eating, dancing and gossiping about every male in whatever room the girls entered. Thankfully, the meals arrived. He used the excuse of a full mouth to avoid answering any further questions.

He studied Harriet’s soft delicate hands while he chewed and realised she probably never worked a day in her life. Even his mother’s hands showed the wear and tear of helping on the farm when she was not attending her medical practice in town. Why couldn’t he find someone who liked the country, who liked animals, who liked working hard during the day and relaxing in the evenings after a good day’s work instead of partying all night?

He was jarred back to the conversation when Harriet touched his hand. “I said, do you want to leave our mothers to talk and go dance?”

He kept one eyebrow raised while he stared at her hand and waited. Finally, she got the message and removed her hand.

“No. But thank you for asking.”

“Why not? Surely you don’t want to listen to them?” She glanced at the other two women deep in a conversation about some process that was not working. “Mother will talk shop all evening?”

“I have a briefing to attend.” Jim was not prepared to discuss his work with this girl.

“When it is finished, do you want to meet me? At the Club?”

She was persistent. “No, sorry. Too busy.” He pushed his chair back as he stood. “Mother, thank you for the lovely meal, but I have to run.”

The two women turned to glare at him. Jim wasn’t sure if they were annoyed he interrupted their conversation or annoyed he was leaving too early.

“Surely your work can wait a while longer?” His mother frowned at him again. Yes, this was definitely a setup.

“Mother, you promised. I told you I would find time for a meal, but that was all.” He frowned back at her until she lowered her eyes. Yes, definitely a setup. “Evelyn and Harriet, a pleasure to have met you. Please stay and talk to my mother.”

He didn’t wait for further arguments. He had no intention of any female getting her claws into him or the farm, especially a socialite like little Harry.

* * *
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“Jim, over here.” Paul Terney, his friend since childhood and backup survey pilot, waved from the far side of the table.

He moved around the table and other waiting pilots, navigators, and crew and slid into the seat beside Paul “What is this about?”

“We received information from home as soon as we entered this system. Now we get to learn more about our enemy.” Jim glanced towards the front of the room but the brass were talking quietly in the corner. “So, what did you think of Harry?”

“What?”

“I heard from a friend of a friend that you were getting set up to meet Harry Joyce?”

“I was right. A setup!” Jim shook his head. His mother was persistent if nothing else.

Paul nodded. “Heard she is good for an evening, but wears off quickly the next day.” He shook his head in sympathy.

Jim agreed with that about most of the single women on this trip. “I heard all the good ones are already married.”

“Yep. I heard that too.”

“Attention!” Captain Steven Henrahan looked around the room waiting for the audience to settle. He frowned when his gaze settled on Jim and Paul before he turned to the other side of the table when someone commented quietly to his neighbour. Captain Henrahan cleared his throat and got the attention of the staff member who was talking.

When he was satisfied that he had the attention of everyone, he nodded. “We received information from the wreckage site that we need to pass on. This information is eyes only for now. Watch first. We will take questions afterwards.” The captain sat and the room darkened, bringing the image on the wall into focus.

A grainy shot of a large grey-skinned humanoid ducked down a corridor on a ship. The alien wore a wide belt and a short skirt. In space? Where was its space suit?  The corridor looked familiar, and Paul bumped Jim’s arm when he realised it was his father’s ship. Then a second picture came into focus of the same bulky alien shining a light into a room. What room? Jim knew his father’s ship but couldn’t read the sign from the angle of the camera. He realised the action of shining the light into the room was the same action as firing a gun, and was just going to comment to Paul when the image faded to black.

The wall brightened again and a new image showed a grey object floating in space towards the camera. Obviously, the camera was attached to a spacecraft sifting through the wreckage. It captured the flotsam as it drifted by. The closer it got, the clearer the image. It looked like a human leg. Closer still and Jim could see the hide was grey, the same as the humanoid caught firing into the room on his father’s ship. The lights came up and the image faded on the wall.

Jim realised the video image was his enemy.

“That is all we have. The experts have studied the ... artefact.” Captain Henrahan paused to consult his notes. “They have concluded that the one in the corridor is the male of the species and the captured limb is the female of the race.” Steven Henrahan glanced around the room and the light reflected off his uniform badge into Jim’s eyes for a moment.

Jim blinked to clear the image on his retina.

“You have got to be kidding,” Paul muttered. “Next we will have to spare the females of the race while we track down and kill the males.”

“Excuse me,” Jim called to the captain, “how intelligent do the experts think these aliens are?”

“Intelligent enough to kill all hands on your father’s ship, Clark.” The officer sitting next to Henrahan answered.

Jim ignored Henrahan’s slight smile at the comment. “No, sir. I mean their technology. What signals do we look for while scouting. I mean, normal things like satellites or orbiting stations are obvious, but what if they have shields that hide their satellites or orbiting stations. Do the experts have a guess on what emissions to look for while scouting this system and have they found footage of the alien’s boarding craft yet?”

“You will be flying high enough not to be seen or heard from the planet and you will be recording the whole way. We can leave the data analysis to the experts waiting your return.”

“It would help to narrow the type of planet we will be searching if we had data on atmosphere, fuel emissions, and ...”

“Are you quite finished with the questions?” Captain Henrahan interrupted Jim.

“Yes, sir.” Jim ignored Paul muttering about lack of intelligence in the leaders of the expedition.

“I will forward any relevant information to all search parties as soon as I receive it.” The captain looked around the room to make sure he had everyone’s attention. “In the meantime, we search the most likely planets in this system and get out as quickly as possible. Dismissed.”
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​Chapter 3
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For the next seven days, Sonja woke feeling light headed, with an upset stomach. She barely made the run down the corridor to the closest toilet before she vomited. After she vomited, her stomach settled enough to eat a light breakfast in the eatery. She thought it was a result of breathing in the smoke, so put it out of her mind and continued her research in the lab.

She kept busy double-checking all the marked genes relating to puberty and located over a thousand entries in a search through the recorded data. She started each day by calling up the next entry in the list and checking the structure to confirm if each located marker was correct.  

Once she confirmed the correct information in the gene, she passed the item to Joy to locate any recorded outcomes of the alteration from previous keepers, leaving her free to continue with the next marked gene from her list.

If she ate while she worked, it was because Joy placed food in reach of her arm. She stopped working only long enough to force the food down along with some water to help her headache.

She did not leave her workstation until someone, usually Joy, ordered her to go and sleep.

After a week of putting up with her upset stomach, she visited the hospice and asked for something to settle her stomach and throbbing head. She waited patiently while the healer listened to her lungs and concluded that breathing in the heat and smoke of the fire had not done any permanent damage.

She was still too light headed to take in what the healer was saying except for the instructions to make a cup of tea with the packet of herbs the healer pushed across the table. The tea would help settle her stomach. Picking up the packet of herbs, Sonja remembered the burnt keeper. “How is the keeper from the nursery who was burnt?”

“She is slowly healing, but it could be six months before she is able to take up her duties in the nursery.”

“I am glad to hear that.”

“Remember to use the herbs daily even if you start to feel better.”

“Thank you.” Sonja picked up worry and sorrow from the healer, but decided it was from thinking about the burnt keeper. She hurried back to her lab, clutching the packet of herbs tightly.

The herbs seemed to work, because after another week passed Sonja realised she was not vomiting any more, even though she still felt exhausted when she woke. She put that down to the long hours she worked in the lab.

Keeper Kathleen walked into the lab and broke Sonja’s concentration. “Now that the fruits are setting, you need to visit the vine trials and test the levels of poison. You can take Joy with you tomorrow. It will give you a break from your work here.”

“The vines have flowered already?” Sonja tried to work out how long ago she last saw the vines. A few weeks? More? And she refused to get upset at Kathleen entering the lab without wearing a mask.

“You will be surprised how much they have grown in the last month,” Keeper Kathleen looked at both Sonja and Joy. “Be ready at sunrise, so you can have enough time to gather samples and return before sunset. I suggest you get your equipment ready now. It will save time in the morning.”

Sonja stared at the closed door after Keeper Kathleen left.

“Well,” Joy turned off her machines and started tidying her workspace, “I am looking forward to a day in the sunlight, even if you prefer to remain here.”

“Remember to pack gloves,” Sonja said. “You know what instruments we need.” Sonja continued to think about a month passing while she was sick. How could she not know a month had passed? Her trials were as important as searching for gene markers controlling puberty. What was wrong with her? At least her stomach was feeling much better, but why the light headed feeling. “I just wish I can shake this flu I picked up.”

Joy moved over, grabbed Sonja’s hand and squeezed gently. “You don’t have a flu, love, you are pregnant.”

* * *
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Sonja opened her eyes. She was in her own bed. When she tried to sit up she realised her arms were tied to the bed.

“I’m so sorry.” Joy squeezed her hand once before she released it. “Do you feel better?”

“What happened?” Sonja remembered comparing her olive skin to Joy’s white skin when Joy grabbed her hand and said she was pregnant but could not remember anything after that.

“You broke your microscope before a guard restrained you. Then you fainted. He carried you here and I waited for you to wake up.”

Joy did look a little paler than usual. Her normally tidy light brown hair had clumps sticking out each side and her crumpled robe looked like she had slept in it. Sonja also noticed a bruise on Joy’s left arm, just below the elbow and running up under the edge of the pushed up sleeve.

“I suggest you rest for the afternoon, so you are well enough to work tomorrow.” Keeper Kathleen looked as stern as ever in her wrinkle free dark purple robe with three black bands. “Joy can sit with you for a while, but you will remain in restraints until you prove you have calmed down.”

Sonja remained silent. Keeper Kathleen nodded, whether to Joy or herself, Sonja was not sure. Kathleen must have realised Sonja could do no more damage because she left the room, leaving Sonja free of the distain that Kathleen projected every time she was near.

“Untie me, please,” she asked Joy.

When Joy glanced to her left, Sonja turned her head to follow Joy’s gaze. A Jlaantei guard silently waited in the space between the side wall and the small table next to her bed. Sonja realised she was dangerous enough to warrant a personal guard. At least he was relaxed because his flanges had not activated and she sensed no emotion from the guard.

“She is fine now,” Joy told the guard.

Sonja held her breath until the guard nodded and left the room to give them some privacy.

She let her breath out in a rush. “How did you know I am pregnant?”

“Once you started with your morning sickness, I realised you were pregnant.”

“How?” Sonja tried to think back over the past few months.

“I caught Keeper Kathleen going into your room late one night the last week of winter,” Joy held up a hand to stop Sonja speaking, “but I never thought anything of it at the time and went back to my room.” She looked towards the door, before she leant closer. “I think it was then that she somehow sedated you and took you to the hospice. I don’t know for sure, but I did wake again when I heard voices outside my room later that night.”

“Then I am twelve weeks along?”

“I guess, and with one of your altered embryos.” Joy pushed strands of hair off her forehead.

“I do not want this pregnancy.” Sonja heard the sound of annoyance in her own voice so forced herself to take a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I thought becoming a keeper meant I was spared breeding babies for the Elementals’ plans. I never wanted marriage or babies. I do not want this one.”

“You will not be expected to raise it. It will go to the nursery and you will never have to see it again.”

“Why not ask me first?”

“Because,” Joy answered, “you would have said no. Just like I will say no if they ask me.”

Sonja tried to pull free of the restraints. “Please release me.”

“If you promise not to break things again.”

When Sonja nodded, Joy released the buckles and slipped the straps over the sides of the bed. Sonja rubbed her hands. She also noticed the restraints remained ready if she decided to throw things again. “Thanks.”

“Do you want me to get you some food?” Joy stood.

Sonja shook her head. “No. I am not a slave. I will not be ordered to carry this baby to term just because Elemental Sedia said so.”

Joy poured water from the jug into a mug and held it out. Sonja swung her legs over the side of the bed before she took the mug and sipped the water. She placed it on the small table beside her bed. “What am I going to do?”

“There is nothing you can do.”

“What about volunteers in the villages? Why couldn’t Keeper Kathleen use one of them?”

Joy sighed.

“I am sorry. It is not your problem.” Sonja hugged Joy and released her. “I changed my mind about food. We can discuss my problem over a good meal.”

The guard took a step towards her when she entered the corridor. He saw Joy walk out of the room and stepped back. Sonja heard his feet claws click softly on the tiles as he followed them down the corridor.

* * *
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The next evening Keeper Kathleen waited at the door to the lab, when Sonja and Joy returned from checking the trials further down the western side of the mountain from the complex.

Her personal guard relaxed against the wall opposite the lab door, but she could still feel his eyes on her back as she stepped around Kathleen and lugged her heavy pack into the lab.

No trace of damage showed in the room. It was as sterile as before she learnt she was pregnant. She could still smell traces of the disinfectant used to wipe the surfaces. Even though it surprised her to see the place cleaned without her help, she kept quiet. Instead, she lifted the pack onto an empty workbench and unloaded the samples of both leaves and berries.

“Have you found any problems with the vines?” Keeper Kathleen followed her into the lab and waited while Sonja arranged the labelled packages on the bench.

Sonja wondered if she ignored the keeper, Kathleen would go away.

Joy spoke to fill the silence. “No, Keeper, the vines are growing well, and there are already ripe berries. We took samples of both ripe and green fruit and will test tomorrow.”

“Good.”

Sonja sensed Kathleen’s eyes on her back. She turned to face her. “We see no problems at this stage of the trials, but will not know how successful we were until tomorrow. I will not start the tests tonight because I am tired and could make mistakes.”

The keeper stepped away from Sonja. “Well done. I will report this to Elemental Sedia.”

“Keeper Kathleen,” Sonja called to her when she reached the door. “Would you please ask Elemental Sedia to allow me to abort this baby?”

“I will do no such thing.” Keeper Kathleen took a step forward and pointed her index finger at Sonja. “You will not approach Elemental Sedia with this nonsense. You will learn to obey orders or you will leave me no choice but to lock you up until the baby is delivered.”

“Keeper!” Joy sounded shocked.

Sonja tried to keep her face expressionless but her whole body shook with anger.

Joy moved closer to Sonja. “Sonja is just upset she was not asked before you forced this pregnancy on her. I also have to wonder if you will do the same to me. And why not use volunteers from the villages? They would jump at the chance for a little extra food while they are pregnant. It would be better than stopping our research for nine months while we deal with morning sickness and the rest of the problems that could arise carrying a baby to term.” Joy glared at Keeper Kathleen.

“And I have started to question,” Sonja added, realising she was too angry to try reasoning with Kathleen and should keep her mouth shut, “the real reason for breeding talented humans. I do not think they will help us return to our ancestors’ home planet. I can see many reasons to mix them with the Jlaantei guards to create a fighting force. For what? To attack other planets? Or for something far more sinister?”

Sonja could not believe the look of fear that crossed Kathleen’s face for a moment.  It was enough for Sonja’s anger to disappear. Did Kathleen believe the story about developing human talents so they could return to earth? Or so they could become a fighting force?

“Enough of that talk. You will both obey Elemental Sedia’s orders. Whatever those orders are.” The keeper glared at both Joy and Sonja until Joy lowered her eyes. “I have ordered the guards to watch so you do not abort the baby. They will watch you all day and lock you in your room at night until this baby is delivered. Have I made myself clear?”

Sonja wished she could sabotage the research or something, but lowered her eyes to hide her expression until the keeper stormed out of the lab.

“I think we touched a sore spot,” Joy summed up the conversation.

“Yes, but what was the sore point? Could Keeper Kathleen have her own plans for the talented young?” Sonja threw the empty pack into the cupboard next to the workbench. She held her hand out for Joy’s pack and placed it beside the first, before she closed the door. “Could she be working with the discontented young in the villages who believe they should have more Jlaantei technology to help them in their labours?” She shook her head. “I wonder if we have any rights at all. I also wonder if the villagers know what is happening in this complex. Are we keeping the knowledge or are we all keeping secrets?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4
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Three weeks later Sonja waited for Joy at the rear cave exit on the western side of the complex. Even dressed in shirt and trousers under her official keeper robe, made of coarse woven fibre dyed pale mauve, did not stop her shivering, so she wrapped her hands around her mug of hot kaaf. The drink, made from the kaaf tree nut, roasted and ground to fine powder and mixed with hot water, was bitter but helped to warm her while she waited.  

The robe was a requirement to show Sonja was a full keeper, if only in her first year. When she completed her second year, she would receive a darker mauve coloured robe, and two years later, yet another darker coloured robe until she was entitled to wear the darkest, richest purple robe of full keepers. After that, the only difference would be how many thin black bands were sewn above the hem of the robe. The more bands meant the more important the keeper and the most trusted by Elemental Sedia, such as the robe Keeper Kathleen always wore with her three black bands. Sonja thought she was lucky Kathleen had not earned her fourth band yet, or she would be impossible to deal with. Now she was just difficult.

She put bossy Keeper Kathleen out of her mind and looked across the mist covered valley, determined to enjoy her outing. The morning rays of sunlight crept down the side of the mountain. It would burn away the mist long before they crossed the valley.

Even so, the cold air wrapped around her while she waited. The only part of her that was warm were her feet, snug inside knitted socks and leather sandals.

She let the bitter drink sooth her throat as she swallowed. Drinking also served the purpose of remaining quiet. She was still not happy that a Jlaantei guard followed her every moment, but she chose to ignore him. She also wondered if the local villagers knew what it meant for her to have her own guard. She hoped not. It was embarrassing enough that keepers knew, but to have outsiders know would be worse.  

The four Jlaantei scouts who were going to lead them to the herbs they needed to gather finally finished their drinks and placed the empty mugs on the shelf next to where she waited. They spent the next five minutes checking their weapons.

Two carried a bow and quiver of arrows, used to defend them all from the big felines that could attack, but were also useful to take down small game for meat. The other two had spears. They were handy to defend against attacks from the air or ground. Mannuholm had a plentiful supply of meat eating birds and animals, but usually they left humans or Jlaantei alone because prey animals were also plentiful.

Joy was breathing heavy when she finally arrived. “I am sorry for being late.” She straightened her robe, the same unbanded pale mauve that Sonja wore, and reached for her cooling mug of kaaf. “Keeper Kathleen gave last minute instructions on what herbs she needed.”

Joy passed over a small piece of paper. Sonja read the list before giving it back to Joy to slip into her pack.

Sonja placed her empty mug beside the others and thought about the list of herbs. Koobo was a Jlaantei word for a local herb very similar to mint, which was a nice drink and had healing properties that helped with colds and flu. It also helped the babies with colic. There was something else it did but Sonja could not remember.

The next item was mitty which just meant tea, so Keeper Kathleen wanted any other herbs used as a drink, and jro hwin translated as cat weed. What did Keeper Kathleen want that for? It was a weed that the large felines ate, but Sonja was not sure what humans used it for. Both humans and Jlaantei collected cat weed seed pods full of fibres to twist into a thin thread that could be knitted or woven into material. The females also used the fibrous balls to absorb their monthly bleeding. The used balls burnt quickly, destroying the discharge. Sonja thought the only good part of being pregnant was that her cycle had stopped.

When Joy finished her drink, Sonja slipped her arms through the straps of her backpack and followed the four scouts down the path, Joy directly behind her, and her guard behind Joy.

Until the slope of the mountain levelled off, they walked in single file on the narrow path, keeping silent as they concentrated on not slipping over the edge.

The path finally levelled out and Joy moved up next to Sonja. “Did you see what was on the list?” Sonja kept her voice to a whisper.

“Yes.” Joy answered just as quietly. “I am trying to remember what koobo is used for. Of course, if it is anything like mit koobo then it can be used for abortions. But you would need a large dose.”

“Koobo is like mint, used for head colds and congested lungs in my village. But I have never heard of the other.” Sonja offered what she knew.

Joy glanced back to see if the guard was getting closer and stumbled on a loose pebble.

“Careful.” Sonja grabbed her arm until Joy got her balance.

“Thanks.” Joy smiled briefly. “I don’t know much Jlaa. Does mit koobo mean water mint?”

“Yes.”

* * *
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By the time they stopped beside the creek at the base of the valley, the sun had cleared the mountain range and the humidity was beginning to get oppressive. Sonja removed her socks and soaked her feet in the cold water. She had removed her robe when the rest did at the base of the steep mountain track hours earlier.

Joy handed a package of food to Sonja after she settled on the creek bank to eat her own meal. Sonja smiled her thanks and unwrapped the cloth-covered pastry rolls. The smell of the rolls made her realise how hungry she was, after the morning walking across the valley.

She wondered why she was feeling contented and relaxed instead of angry about the underhanded way the Kathleen treated her, until she felt flutters in her middle. Instead of rubbing her stomach, she continued to eat. It had to be the baby because there were no flying insects around this early in the spring; the cool air kept the insects away. It would be different during planting or the rainy season. Biting insects would make everyone remain indoors until the colder weather returned.

When she felt the flutter again, she checked. There was no insect crawling across her skin. She smiled to herself. It had to be the baby.

“What?” Joy brushed the crumbs off her hands and put the cloth back into her pack.

“I felt the baby move,” Sonja whispered. “I think it was the baby.”

“Yes, it would be about time for that, now you are over twelve weeks along.”

Two of the scouts returned and passed samples of different herbs to Joy. One spoke to Sonja’s guard in Jlaa and the guard translated. “Large crop of koobo that way.”

They followed the two scouts to the crop of mint and helped pick enough leaves to fill one pack before they moved on to the second patch of weeds.

The other two scouts returned and started stripping leaves from a scraggly bush that Sonja did not recognise. “What is this plant called?”

Her guard answered, “Crati hwin. You would call it fire weed.”

Joy bent forward and picked one leaf. She crushed it between her fingers to release the odour. “What is it used for?”

“We make mit crati out of it. Very good drink.” He dropped his lower beak and snapped it shut. “Also can drink in hot water without making mit crati.” He held a large sack open for the scouts to drop in handfuls of leaves.

Joy frowned. “Fire water?” The guard nodded. “But that is alcoholic, isn’t it?” He nodded again.

Sonja left them collecting the fire weed to look for some cat weed. She wandered across the cleared area and up a small rise before she stopped to scan the surrounding bushes. Most were either brown or green leafed bushes or thin needles. Nothing in yellow shades stood out. After a quick glance back at the five Jlaantei males and Joy, she continued down the other side of the rise.

She was not scared of attack and wondered if she was setting herself up for an attack to abort the baby or kill herself.

“No!”

She ignored the voice in the back of her mind as she walked. Finally, she found a yellow cat weed bush near two more bushes of fire weed. She pulled the cloth that had held her lunch out of her pack and shook off any remaining crumbs before she spread it on the ground at her feet, and proceeded to pick the tips off each cat weed branch within reach. When she had a hand full, she placed it on the cloth.

She worked her way across half the bush before she heard the scouts walking up behind her. She dropped the next hand full of tips onto the cloth and straightened up.

Joy looked relieved to see her and threw herself on the ground beside the pile of cat weed tips. “I am exhausted. You should have waited for us to help you. Grig was getting worried that you were lost.”

Sonja watched her guard arrive but pretended to ignore him. Trust Joy to ask for his name. As far as she was concerned, Grig could get lost. Instead, she spoke to the scouts. “There are two more bushes of fire weed if you want to collect it.”

She moved around the bush to pick more tips without commenting on her guard’s name or if she cared what he felt. She had to come back in view to dump the tips on the cloth, but she hurried out of their sight to pick more.

The scouts joked and laughed while they almost stripped the bushes bare. Not that Jlaantei could laugh; it was more a haw-haw sound followed by clicks as their beaks snapped together. Joy threw in comments now and then and Grig translated for the scouts, which bought on more laughter and clicks.

Sonja ignored the noise while she picked the rest of the tips and added them to the pile.

If she could repeat her disappearing act and show up again she would build up trust with the guard, so he should relax even further. She came back into view, dropped the last two hands full onto the growing pile, and gently folded two corners over and knotted them. She repeated with the other corners and eased the package into her backpack on top of her robe so that the leaves would not be crushed.

She slipped her arms through the straps and settled the pack comfortably against her back before she wandered away from the chatting group. She listened for a change in the tone or volume. None sounded.

She was ready to walk further away when a small bush she did not recognise caught her attention. It could have been the hairy leaves or the red flowers, but either way, she moved closer and studied the bush.

Even the stems were covered in fine hairs that did not look prickly. She bent down to pick one leaf to smell when her arm was pulled back.

“Min! Sbatro!” One scout stood beside her shaking his head.

Grig arrived and looked at the plant and back at Sonja. “Bad plant. Hurt you.”

“What do you mean? What is it called?” Sonja started to wonder if the plant was poisoned or if it was what she was looking for.

“Hoopy hwin.” The scout shook his head again.

“Drop weed,” Grig translated. “Jlaantei eat and Jlaantei drop.”

“You mean poison?” Sonja could not believe it.

“Gla.” The scout nodded twice.

“I need a sample to test in the lab.” Sonja slipped off her pack to retrieve a scrap of cloth. She grabbed her small knife, wrapped the cloth around the closest branch, and quickly cut the stem with the knife.

“Bad. Big bad,” Grig told her, watching every move.

Did he think she would swallow it to abort her baby? She would need to test it in the lab before she experimented on herself.

She carefully wrapped the cloth over the leaves so none showed. Before she could drop it into her pack, Joy took it from her.

“I think there is more room in my pack.” Joy pushed the bundle into her pack and lifted the backpack to her shoulder. ‘We have mint and cat weed, and some fire weed. That is enough for one day. Time to head home.” Joy did not wait for anyone else to agree. She walked away from the group.

Sonja wondered how she could get another sample of poisoned leaves when she realised what Joy had done. She made Grig forget about Sonja by taking the sample. He had to watch her, not Joy. She retrieved her knife and slipped it into the pouch after wiping both sides of the blade on the grass.

She felt so good she laughed. “Joy, wait up.” She walked ten paces before she turned back to her guard and the scout. “Well, are you coming?”

* * *
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She caught up to Joy before they reached the other three scouts still collecting leaves for their alcoholic drink. Joy smiled when she caught Sonja looking at her. Then they waited for the scouts to finish before they headed home.

It was twilight when the path narrowed to single file again. Sonja did not stop to put on her robe, but hurried up the dangerous part of the path before it became too dark to see.

The scouts left them at the entrance to the caves. Grig followed Sonja to the lab and even helped unload the herbs.

Sonja watched Grig when Joy unpacked the poisoned package. He became more relaxed once Joy dropped the leaves into a container and sealed the lid. “What do you call it again?” Joy held a marker in her hand ready to write on a sheet of paper beside the container.

“Hoopy hwin.” He took the marker from her and drew Jlaa script for the name on the sheet of paper, before he handed the marker back to her.

Joy wrote phonetically the two words Grig supplied then wrote Drop Weed under that. She opened the container and carefully placed the paper on top of the weed sample before she resealed it.

After the rest of the herbs were spread out to dry, Joy grabbed Sonja’s arm and dragged her out of the lab. “Time for a bath and meal, I think.”

“Our robes,” Sonja argued. “I need to get my robe.”

“Tomorrow. Now we wash and eat. I am exhausted. And so is Grig.”

Sonja shut her mouth when she saw Joy wink at her while Grig was still in the lab. He followed them to the bathing room but waited outside.

Four apprentices had just finished dressing and were involved in a heated discussion on some activity, when Sonja and Joy entered.

“Where have you two been?” One apprentice asked. “Your keeper must be lenient if you can wear such dirty clothes.”

“Just because some keepers choose not to wear robes does not mean that mere apprentices can act disrespectfully.” Joy imitated Keeper Kathleen; put her hands on her hips and glared at the apprentices, until they removed their smiles.

“Yes, Keeper.” The closest one was the first to realise that Sonja and Joy were keepers and not apprentices. “Sorry, Keeper.” She tried to move around the other apprentices to get to the exit but the other three did not cooperate. They finally realised that the first apprentice called Joy a keeper. Their smiles disappeared.

“Do not dawdle. I am sure you want a meal before you are ordered to your beds for the night.”

As the four fled down the corridor, Joy laughed. She dropped her clothes and slipped into the large pool of water fed from a underground stream. “Come on.”

“That pool is too cold.” Sonja slowly undressed and used the small side pool that cycled warm water from the stoves on the level above. “Thank you for your help today.”

Joy swam across the larger pool and hung onto the edge. “We will test it first.” When Sonja nodded, Joy slipped under the water and swam back to the other side to concentrate on cleaning herself.

Sonja hurried her bath because even though the water was warmer than the larger pool, it was still too cool for comfort in the cold mountain air. She was towelling herself dry when Keeper Kathleen walked into the room.

“You had a successful day gathering herbs, I hear.”

Sonja looked up to see that Kathleen had a smile on her face. She also noticed it did not travel up to the keeper’s eyes. “Yes, Keeper.” Sonja slipped into her dirty clothes. They would do until she got back to her room.

“Yes, Keeper,” Joy called from across the pool. “Quite successful. And the scouts were happy to find a herb they use to make fire water. Did you know they love to drink the alcoholic beverage? They were telling me all about it.”

“How interesting.” Keeper Kathleen turned back to Sonja and removed her false smile. “I am sure you will be happy to know that Elemental Sedia made a decision that all test subjects will be terminated until each embryo carrying your new makers have been successfully tested.” The smile came and went. “So, carry this one to term, and test. Then it will be off your hands for good. That should settle you down so we can get back to work.”

Sonja did not realise her mouth was open until Keeper Kathleen had disappeared down the corridor and Joy stood beside her. “You can close your mouth now.”

“But ...” Sonja was trying to understand why she felt she had been punched in the stomach and all the wind was knocked out of her.

“We don’t need to test the poisoned drop weed. You carry to term and after he or she is tested, it will be terminated. You are free of a baby and we can continue to work here.” Joy shrugged her shoulders.

“He.”

“He what?” Joy pulled her shirt on over her head and tucked it into her pants. “You mean to say you already know the sex of the baby?” She slipped her feet into her sandals and waited for Sonja to finish dressing. “Come on, we need to hurry to get food while it is hot.”

“No.” Sonja knew Joy could not hear the word in her head but she looked for a reaction from Joy. She saw none.

“Yes, I am sure he is a boy. I have felt this for weeks. I also realise, now he is aware, it is too late to abort.” She decided not to tell Joy that she heard her son’s thoughts in her mind or that he was manipulating her emotions. “They will break the law if they kill the babies. I will not be a party to that.”

Joy shrugged. “Maybe the Elementals and Keepers are exempt from the law.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 5
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Jim entered Last Chance’s main craft bay, excited at the upcoming mission. He paused to take in the view of S.C.Scoop I. It took up a third of the enormous bay. Maintenance swarmed over the wings and under its belly with last minute checks. He watched as Scoop’s lower nose cone dropped, leaving a gaping hole leading into the belly of the craft.

Scoop’s job was not only to carry both Jim and Paul’s Bullets from the ship to an orbit around each of the planets selected for surveys, but also to make sweeps of the surrounding space to swallow as many baryons down the open nose cone as possible while waiting the Bullets’ return. Once in Scoop’s collection bins, the sifter separated the baryons into needed elements for fuel production and maintenance replacement metals while they returned to the spaceship. Any left over slag was transferred to Last Chance for other maintenance projects or processed for trade, but Jim depended on fuel from Scoop for his Bullet. He would not leave the ship until the all clear was given for Scoop.

Jim caught movement off to one side and turned to watch lifters carry his Bullet over to Scoop. The beauty of the sleek shape of S.C.Bullet V with wings folded was no different to the other Bullets except for the picture of a palm tree painted on the side under his identification numbers.

A second lifter followed with Bullet VI and locked it in place under the belly of Scoop. When the lifters retreated to the back of the bay, Jim got a clear view of Scoop with both Bullets attached. It reminded him of the old sow with piglets hanging off her teats as she wandered around her pen. He could only hope that the Bullets did not detach from Scoop’s underbelly like the piglets did when the old sow had enough of them annoying her.

“About ready to leave?”

Jim turned to face Paul, late as usual. “What is your excuse this time?”

“Excuse? For what?” Paul frowned while he tried to figure out why he was late. “Oh, I slept in. My head is splitting so don’t shout.”

“I told you to quit drinking before I left you last night.” Jim picked up his duffel bag and left Paul to think over his error.

Paul jogged to catch up. “I am here.” He winced and rubbed his forehead.

They climbed Scoop’s ramp and waited for the Captain to acknowledge their arrival while keeping out of the way of maintenance.

“Cutting it fine, I see.” The lanky, brown haired, narrow faced Captain of Scoop smiled.

“Captain Clark, pilot of Bullet V reporting for duty, sir,” Jim acknowledged Captain Russell Willows’ greeting.

Paul made a half-hearted attempt at saluting. “Pilot Terney waiting your orders, sir.”

“At ease, pilots.” Russell frowned at Paul before he indicated they follow him. “I have you double bunking with two crew members, so if you don’t like sharing, you are welcome to sleep in your scouts, but you will report to me at the start of my shift each cycle. Other than that, stay out of my way until I ask for help. I run a tight ship and will not tolerate fighting or gambling with my crew.”

“Yes, sir,’ Jim answered, although the warning was directed at Paul.

They dropped their duffle bags in the assigned cabins before they followed Russ down the narrow corridor to the cockpit. They ran checks on their Bullets on free consoles while they waited departure.

* * *
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Jim relaxed in his cockpit seat while Bullet V dropped from Scoop’s underbelly. The computer fired the engines at the required distance and he navigated closer to the planet Scoop orbited.

“B six engines fired and course plotted.” Paul’s voice sounded over the headset.

Jim smiled at Paul’s comment, but kept his thoughts to himself. “Acknowledged, Bullet VI.”

As he aligned his craft to breach the atmosphere, Jim called to Paul.  “Breaching atmosphere, now!”

“Acknowledged.”

Jim extended the craft’s wings and Bullet responded by lifting its nose. When the readout stated he was two kilometres above the planet he levelled the craft and activated the first plotted course. “Ready for first run.”

“Acknowledged.”

Jim checked his radar display and saw the yellow dot that was Paul craft.

“Recording ... now.”

Paul confirmed his survey equipment was recording seconds later.

Jim knew the theory of the scientists waiting on Last Chance studying both recordings and locating any deviation or reaction from Jim’s flight path recorded on Paul’s equipment as he followed two minute behind, but he still did not believe they captured any alien technology from the footage. It stood to reason that the machines and sensors only captured what they were designed to capture and there was a whole world down below that was definitely alien.

“Can I get some shut eye? You know I can’t sleep in that little bunk on Scoop.”

Unless they overrode the computer, Paul, like Jim, could only wait once the course was set. When the orbit was completed, the computer would notify them to switch to manual for the trip back to Scoop. Jim was too excited to sleep. “Get some sleep Paul, but leave your com open. I’ll wake you if we do locate anything interesting but I think this rock is too hot to support life and the atmosphere readings are off the scale.”

“I am not arguing with you on that.” Paul answered. “Good night.”

* * *

[image: ]


When Jim completed docking, he debarked through Bullet’s top hatch into the Scoop’s large bay where crew were swapping storage bins. He headed straight to the cockpit to report while Paul used the refresher and changed his uniform.

Jim read the waiting report of the first survey results, which proved no life could exist on the planet. He shook his head. “We knew this before we left.”

“Yes,” Russ answered. “But they had to be sure.”

“Why would they want us to waste fuel and time surveying when I could have told them this before we left Scoop?”

“Not really a waste. We collected enough fuel for another two years.” Russ smiled. “And adds to my bank account.”

“Now what?” Jim ran a hand through his sweaty hair before he scratched the stubble on his chin.

“Now we move to the next planet. It looks more promising even if unsuitable for humans. Carbon reading is high, but definitely water and atmosphere readings. We wait and see.”

“Once I use the refresher, I want to go over both Bullets. I assume Paul will be sleeping if his bunk is free.”

“I want you out of your craft and secure before I jump,” Jim checked his console, “in five hours.”

Jim saluted and left the cockpit.

* * *
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“Recording ... now.” Jim waited for Paul to acknowledge and relaxed. The second planet they were flying around did look more promising.

They avoided two satellites near the moon orbiting the soup green planet as they made their first run around the equator. The readouts showed high carbon and sulphur followed by lower levels of nitrogen and oxygen.

Jim realised that if Scoop collected carbon from the atmosphere the bins would fill up in one orbit.

“Jim, I am going to sleep. Wake me later?”

“Leave your com on.” Jim wondered why Paul volunteered for this trip if all he wanted to do was sleep. “Are you drinking?”

“Yep,” Paul replied. “Nothing else to do. There are no aliens in this system. You know that. I know that. We were only ordered on this trip to show action was taken to locate the aliens. No one expects us to actually find them. Hell, these babies fly themselves whether I am awake or asleep.”

“Why did you volunteer?” Jim kept glancing at the readouts while he talked.

“I didn’t volunteer. Beth told me you volunteered and as usual, I get to watch your back.”

“What is my mother paying you for this arduous task?” Jim could not believe his mother was still manipulating his life.

“I get a house on your farm for my children and me for life.”

“You don’t have any children, Paul.” Jim checked Paul matched speed and vector.

“Not that I know of, but I plan on a few if we survive this trip. I want them to be friends with your kids like we were.”

Jim remembered his childhood roaming the property with Paul, having all sorts of adventures when he had finished his chores. “Schooling was better when you participated and camping out was more fun with you along.”

“Yep. I want that for my kids too.”

After their third revolution of the planet, Jim was certain no cities hid beneath the stunted trees. There were no roads or other man made objects. It was a planet evolving to support life but not there yet. “Paul?”

“Yep?”

“I want to know why satellites are placed near the moon when there is no sign of life on the planet?”

“Easy. Someone is mining the moon and wants to warn off everyone else, us included.”

“Or,” Jim thought out loud, “they seeded this planet and are off in other systems doing whatever, while this planet evolves enough for them to return and live on the surface.”

“Could be,” Paul agreed.

“So why no traces of buildings, mining, whatever?”

“I just fly and watch your back. I leave the thinking to others.”

Jim shook his head. Trust Paul to state the obvious. “Ready for last orbit?” Jim sent the packet of data to Paul.

“Acknowledged.”

“I just sent the vector info.”

“Programming...” Paul advised. “Completed.”

Jim studied the passing landscape while he waited for the beep telling him the craft had adjusted for the next run. He watched a storm front moving over the ocean towards the mass of land they were ready to fly over, but they were above the clouds so there was no need to alter their flight path.

“Pretty,” Paul added. “I love storms.”

“I know,” Jim smiled. “Ok, recording ... now.”

“Acknowledged.” Paul responded.

“Paul? Why didn’t retrieval locate video of the attack?” Jim did not need to say which attack. There was only one space ship destroyed.

“Are you asking why didn’t your father send the colony information on the attack?”

Jim wondered about that. “Maybe. Or he didn’t have time. The attack happened too fast?”

“They didn’t have time.”

“The aliens have to breathe air because the one we saw didn’t have breathing equipment.”

“Look at the satellites above us. That technology is no different from ours except it is made from an alien material. I mean, what else would shiny balls do in orbit around that moon except work as our satellites do?” Paul did not wait for an answer. “If they are here, then it follows that we will locate them using similar technology. We haven’t had a peep from the equipment alerting us to energy levels. The only energy readings are from the weather systems.”

Jim thought about that observation.

“We have one more planet that has a ninety percent probability of supporting life to check out. If there are aliens there, we will find them. And they are probably the ones who put the balls around this moon.”

Jim knew Paul was right. So why did he feel like someone was watching him orbit this planet? He was keeping the horizon between the satellites and their Bullets. He knew Russ was keeping Scoop out of range of the satellites while they waited for both Bullets to return.

Jim watched the planet turn from day to night below him and knew it was time to leave. “Paul, the moon is just over the horizon, so time to leave.”

“Acknowledged. I could use a shower and change of clothes and fresh food. This paste is not exactly tasty.”

“S.C.Scoop I. S.C.Bullet V advising vector set for rendezvous with S.C.Scoop I.” Jim waited out the time delay for a response.

“S.C.Scoop I acknowledges S.C.Bullet V.”

“Ready to go home, Paul?”

“Overdue.”
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​Chapter 6
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Over the next two months, Sonja had moments of panic when she thought about her decision, but the feelings disappeared as quickly as they came. She finally reasoned it was her baby manipulating her emotions. That was cause for worry. Did she decide to flee to protect him or did he force her to make the decision?

She worked in the cool sterilised lab until she found and cut each strand that was redundant and spliced the relevant new DNA into place to inhibit the talents until the strands bound the new triggers that would activate after the embryo had matured. She carefully logged all her data in the computer and tested again, before she destroyed the cells.

Sonja ignored the chemical smells of the lab and tried to ignore the guard that hovered in the background. She even ignored Joy as much as she could while she worked.

She finally had no excuse but to attempt the strand changes on an ovum. This was a worry because the results would be a child who would have all the listed human talents, including the ability to start fires, as well as the rest, which didn’t seem so harmful, such as healing, controlling the weather or locating different ores or water. She was not sure if the rest of the recorded talents were physical talents or guesswork but she found each marked strand in the original human test subjects and programmed the chemicals to splice in the inhibitor.

Eventually she had an enhanced ovum ready for impregnating. This one she knew would be a girl and would pass all her talents to her offspring.

If her son survived, he would have a female companion for company. That was the only gift she would be able to give him besides his life if she left all this behind. She completed the day’s work and hurried to her room.

She felt her baby’s encouragement as she openly knotted twine into a belt each evening before she fell asleep.

When Keeper Kathleen entered her room uninvited to check on her, the only thing the keeper saw was the belt growing longer. Kathleen silently watched her knotting the lengths of twine together before Kathleen left her alone for the rest of the evening.

Sonja finished the belt and wore it each day in the lab. She collected more twine from the storeroom and hid it in her room in case Kathleen wished to punish her by removing the twine. She started making thin strips of patterned knots for ribbons. When Joy commented on how lovely they were, she gave one to Joy for a gift. Sonja even suggested that Joy ask the laundry staff to dye it to match her robes.

Both Joy and Sonja wore the ribbons in their hair.  Other keepers commented how pretty the patterns were and hinted at swapping jackets or socks or other items of clothing for a ribbon.

“Why not,” Joy confided in her one day. “You gain better clothing, and they get a ribbon to wear.”

She was amazed that not one keeper realised she was collecting twine while waiting an opportunity to flee, and would use the twine to make traps or bind reeds together for furniture if she could disappear into the hills. And why would they, they never needed to trap fish or small animals for food, and they never made furniture. The Jlaantei in the city made all the furniture used in the complex.

She kept adding to her mental list.

She needed a good axe and a larger knife than the small one she already owned. She thought of excuses she could use to enter the storeroom unobserved while her fingers knotted the twine. If she could enter unobserved, she could steal the precious metal axe, but needed to wait until just before she ran, because she had no way of knowing when the missing item would be noticed.

Between keeping her attention on her job and trying to make sure the baby did not send his thoughts to anyone other than her, she was worn down to a nervous shell. When she though she could not continue, her baby would send soothing thoughts until she calmed.

She only succeeded because no one searched her room and no one asked questions she would not have been able to answer without lying. Her day guard, Grig, silently followed her but she gave him no opportunity to suspect her plans. The night guard she totally ignored.

One day, Jlaantei scouts returned from a hunting trip loaded with game, while she sat on a rock outside the rear entrance to the cave complex at the end of a tiring day in the lab.

She jumped up to help one scout when his load slipped from his shoulder. He gave her his weapons case to carry while he hauled three small deer to the kitchen area.

She passed the weapons case back to the scout after he dropped the carcasses onto a cleared workbench and was ready to leave when he asked her to take two broken knives to the store for him. Grig grabbed the legs of the closest carcass while the scout started skinning it.

Instead of advising the scout that it was not her problem, she took the opportunity. “I won’t be long.”

She hurried down one level to the storeroom. There was no one in sight when she slipped the broken knives onto the central table, grabbed a large knife from the closest shelf and an axe head from the repair bin next to the table. Thankfully, the axe head was only waiting for a new handle. It was small enough to slip inside her shirt. It felt cold against her skin but she ignored it. The knife disappeared down the back of her shirt, hilt first. She checked to see that neither moved once anchored under her belt, before she slipped out of the storeroom and hurried back to the kitchen area.

“Done.” Sonja informed the scout.

Grig glanced at her when she spoke but returned his attention to help cut the next carcass into sections ready for cooking. Other staff, both human and Jlaantei, moved around her as they carried each section of meat toward the large ovens.

“I am going to my room to rest before the evening meal.” Sonja held her breath to see if Grig would follow or let her go.

He nodded, so she casually walked out of the room. She kept telling herself not to worry each step she took. Once out of sight she picked up speed until, just short of running, she reached her room. She did not dare close the door because that would attract attention. She wrapped both metal objects inside an old towel and hid the package in the new string bag she had finished the week before. She sat on her bed and started knotting another ribbon with a fine twine that would be a present for Joy.

She only increased the ribbon by an inch when Grig stepped into the doorway. He watched her working for a few minutes before he moved back into the corridor to take his usual position and waited for his shift to end.

“Now?”

Her son was getting quite persistent and he was not even born. She thought back to him, hoping he understood. “Not now.”

* * *
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The more Sonja thought of escaping the more insistent her baby became. She sent soothing thoughts, while she planned in the quiet of the lab.

In the end, she realised there was nothing for it but to get Joy to help. The main danger was Joy could pass on the information when questioned, or, if Elemental Sedia read Joy’s thoughts, she would know everything, including where to look for Sonja, if she escaped and hid.

Therefore, she needed a story for Joy that would lead the search in the wrong direction, without leaking any information that would make the keepers or Elemental Sedia not believe what they found.

If she headed back to the swamps or delta and her family, they would find her quickly. If she headed into the mountains, she would need more clothing and blankets to protect both her baby and herself from the cold and rain. If she did not find a cave to live in or an area that had plenty of game and edible plants she would starve.

After eliminating the places that were unsuitable, she finally settled on the hills south of the swamp on the east coast near Fenwane. She would gather food at the edge of the swamp and hike back into the hills for shelter. She could even make mud bricks for a more permanent home for her baby. No, not at first! Being able to move was more important. She needed a warm climate, not cold mountains. South was the only direction to run.

She heard a noise behind her as she entered the latest data into the computer, and quickly cleared her mind of plans to think of long groups of numbers for coding sequences.

“Time for a break?” Joy looked over Sonja’s shoulder at the monitor. “Still entering data?”

“I want to make sure each sequence is correct.” Sonja logged out and shut down the machine.

She waited while Joy picked up the basket of dirty clothes. “You can walk with me while I drop off the washing, then we can grab something to eat and sit in the sun for a while.”

“I would rather get a snack and sit in the sun. I will wait there for you.” Sonja took a step down the corridor towards the kitchen.

Joy grabbed her arm. “No, I insist. We drop off the washing first.”

Sonja followed Joy to the laundry. “Why?”

Joy frowned. “You may not care about your appearance, but I do. You need new clothes. Larger clothes now you are expanding.” Joy glanced over her shoulder at Grig. “First we drop off the laundry, and then collect new clothes for you.”

Sonja was trying to puzzle out Joy’s bossy mood when she received a thought. “She wants you to remain silent and trust her. What is trust?”

She followed Joy into the laundry and waited for her to upend the basket of dirty clothes onto a bench. “Hush, please.”  Sonja noticed the hole in the far wall that let in fresh air and the smells of pine trees and moist earth.

Joy dropped the empty basket and walked to the window in the far wall. She took a deep breath. “I love the smell of fresh air.” Joy leant on the edge of the round opening in the rock wall and studied the slope of the mountain outside the window.

Sonja glanced towards the door to confirm Grig was still with them. He was, but his attention was on Joy, not her. “Come on, Joy. If you want me to get new clothes, we need to hurry.”

Joy laughed as she grabbed the empty basket and pushed Grig aside to make room for her and the basket.

Sonja hurried after her, still wondering why Joy wanted to show her the laundry, or the window, while she listened for the quiet clicks of Grig’s claws on the floor. He followed them up the narrow stairs to the clothing storeroom two doors beyond the tool storeroom.

Joy pulled three long robes from a shelf and passed them to Sonja. “Now these are lovely and soft. Pity you are not keeping the baby because these robes would make good blankets. Put them in the basket while I look for larger pants and shirts for you.”

Sonja was surprised at the enthusiasm Joy was showing. What do I care about my appearance? 

“She wants you to keep the clothes.”

“Hush.”

“Here we are.” Joy held out two shirts in shades of brown and slightly worn. “No one will miss these, and you will grow into them in the next few months. Once you have the baby you can bring them back to the store.” After checking the size of a pair of dark brown pants, Joy grabbed a second pair and placed them on top of the robes.

Sonja kept her eyes off Grig while she put the shirts in the basket on top of the pants.

Joy grabbed one side of the basket. “Now,” she waited for Sonja to grip the other side, “we put these in your room and get you into the sunlight. It is good for your health and your baby.”

Sonja kept pace as Joy hurried through the corridors. Joy chattered about catching the last of the warm weather before the rainy season, and the need for breaks to refresh their minds before they undertook more research in the lab. Sonja realised she was acting for the benefit of Grig, so nodded when she felt Joy needed it.

She was relieved when the clothes rested on her bed and the empty basket stood near the door. She was looking forward to eating and resting in the sunshine. And following Joy was exercise.

* * *
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“I know you are planning to run,” Joy whispered as soon as she finished her cold grated onion and sliced deer roll. She wiped crumbs from her lips and brushed her hands before she glanced at Grig. He lounged on a rock five paces away.

Sonja kept eating while she watched the countryside beyond the few tall pines that blocked the rays of the sun from reaching her.

Joy stretched her legs out and relaxed. “I love the countryside. Do you need to rest for a while or should we walk in the sunlight?”

“Rest, I think.” Sonja moved a few pebbles before she eased her body onto the ground. She closed her eyes and relaxed.

Joy swung around and stretched out with her head was only inches from Sonja. “Lovely.”

They rested in silence for at least five minutes before Joy whispered so quietly that Sonja had to strain to hear. “You will have to leave soon, or your body will be too large for that window. You have to tell me where you are going and go in the opposite direction. That way I won’t be lying when you are missed and I am asked.”

Sonja remained silent, but her mind raced. If Joy had guessed, what about the other keepers, especially Keeper Kathleen? Where did she slip up? How did Joy guess?

She tried to ignore the constant kicks on her backbone or her kidneys as her active baby moved, until she finally had to sit up. She rolled onto her side before she struggled to her feet. Joy was correct. She would become more awkward as her baby grew larger. She would have to leave soon.

“Wake up Joy. It is time to head back to the lab.”
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​Chapter 7
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Jim watched his instruments as Bullet V dropped through the atmosphere over a crystal clear ocean on his first run across the southern continent on the third planet they were surveying. He had a nagging worry that something was not as it seemed.

All the readouts remained normal. Even the emission telltales remained silent.

“Paul,” Jim called to Bullet VI, trailing two minutes flight time behind him.

“On course,” Paul replied.

“Heads up, Paul, something is not right.” Jim shook his head at his own doubts, while he watched the readouts for confirmation of Last Chance’s report from their pass of this beautiful planet. Normal heat range and oxygen-nitrogen mix suitable for humans and wild untouched wilderness with no emissions.

He crossed the coast and turned his attention to search for roads or stone buildings.

“Untouched. I am sure that once this is reported back home we will have another colony to establish.”

Jim continued to scan his readouts as his craft flew across the sky. He knew the recordings would be studied later, but he wanted to catch sight of the roads and stone buildings suggested in Last Chance’s report. “I don’t see any wooden buildings on or near the ocean.”

Moments later Paul called. “Jim, I just saw one wooden ship. So much for wooden buildings floating near the shore. Those experts back on Chance can eat their words. It is definitely a ship, three masted and brown cloth sails, running towards a cove about three miles north of my flight path.”

“Did you see any aliens on the ship?”

“No, too far away. Have to wait for the review.”

Jim thought over what a ship meant. Technology, even if extremely low. If the inhabitants did not have advanced tech then who put the satellites above the planet? “Paul, still no emissions showing. What is your reading?”

“Not a beep. Nothing.” Paul sounded puzzled. “Jim, if they have ships they must have a fishing village hidden in that cove. We need to watch out for that on our next pass.”

“Affirmative.” Jim checked the readouts every few minutes between watching the forest below. Not a road in sight or cultivated fields or villages. “I figured out what is wrong. The satellites are behind the moons! They are not watching the planet. They are watching space for visitors.”

“Not a problem. We just have to time our runs when the two moons are over the horizon.”

“If the planet put the satellites up there, where are their space ships and their space station?”

“They could be visiting other planets like we are.” Paul laughed.

Jim flew over a mountain range. The view on the monitor changed to gentle undulating grazing land. He whistled softly. “Wait until you cross the range. I am looking at the largest beasts I have ever seen. Watch for a reaction from them when you fly over.”

“What are they doing?”

Jim saw another three of the beasts lift their heads to watch him pass overhead. He knew his altitude was high enough that his craft was only a dot in the sky. Even if light reflected off the hull from the primary star in the system, it would look like a space rock skipping across the sky to anyone on the ground. He flicked the monitor zoom to its highest setting and kept watching.  He knew they could see him because the four-legged beasts turned to keep him in sight. He caught a quick flash of horns on the bridge of their noses. “They remind me of elephants. Do elephants have horns?”

Paul didn’t reply.

“Paul?”

“Remind me, what is an elephant?”

“Remember when we were seven and studied earth’s animals with our tutor?”

“Yes.”

“Remember our next camping trip when we decided we were going to catch an elephant and spent a week looking, before Dad found us?” Jim shook with silent laughter as he remembered.

“Yes, he said we had to go home and attend to our duties which included studying with the tutor.”

“He also said that if we wanted to catch an elephant we had to take a space ship back to earth and our grand children might get to see one but we would be dead and buried before we reached earth?”

“Yep. I remember not believing tutor after that.”

Jim waited for Paul to remember.

“Oh, the large animal with the appendage above its mouth. Yes, I remember.” A pause. “Are you telling me animals that large are below us?”

“I can’t see any more now, but there were at least seven grazing on the western side of the mountain range.”

“I see them. Oh! Oh. They are looking at me.”

“Not running?”

“No, just watching me fly over their heads. Either they have good eyesight or good hearing.”

“Or both.” Jim realised they could not sail the boats so there were others yet to be seen. “Turning north.”

“Acknowledged.” Paul responded.

Jim followed the western coastline north of the first run before he swung east for his second run.

Two minutes later Paul called. “Turning north.”

Jim kept watch but there were no wooden buildings floating on the ocean, and no ships either. “Turning east.” He read out the coordinates to Paul.

“Acknowledged.”

Jim flew east and watched both the emissions readout and the land below.

“Turning east,” Paul called two minutes after Jim turned east. He confirmed the coordinates and fell silent.

There were no more large graziers on the second run. Open grasslands, mountain ranges and hills that could be farmed but nothing under cultivation. And no villages. “Paul?”

“Nothing happening. No weapons fired towards us, no villagers running screaming. In fact, no villages. So where did the ship go? And how are the scientists going to explain their poor deductions from Chance’s data collection?”

Jim realised Paul sounded disgusted with the situation. “Better not to be noticed than to be noticed.” He checked the time. “We only have another hour before the larger moon crosses the horizon. Let’s head home and compare notes.”

Twelve hours later, after a change of uniform Jim slumped into the seat next to Paul, ready to watch the recordings. One male crew member watched from a third seat and nodded to Jim but remained silent.

“I already started.” Paul waved the remote to stop the scans. “The only reaction so far is the vessel. Either it changed course when it saw us or it did a normal tack at that exact time.” Paul clicked the remote to activate the two monitors. They continued to show the land dotted with trees in places and completely hidden by trees in other places.

Finally, they watched the large animals. Paul rewound and replayed twice before he shook his head. “Smaller ears, horns in the wrong place, snout, longer tail, but you are right. Close to elephants back on earth. Intelligent enough to see us. They turned to watch both of us until we disappeared from view.” Paul paused both displays.

“Tusks,” the crew member volunteered.

Jim and Paul both stared at him. Paul asked, “What?”

“Elephants back on earth had tusks. Sort of like an eye tooth growing from both sides of their mouth and curled upwards. They balanced tree trunks on them when they were working with locals.”

Jim studied the animals again. “No, these horns are definitely growing from the bridge of their noses or trunks.”

“Different to elephants,” Paul nodded 

Russ walked into the room and gave a hand signal to the crew member who hurried out. He closed the door before he studied the animals. “Only sign of life?”

“No,” Paul answered, “there was one three masted wooden vessel off the east coast but lost it under trees in a cove by the time we ended our second run.”

“Level of tech?”

“Real low,” Paul answered.

“No, I think it is higher than we are seeing.” Jim watched for a reaction from Russ.

“Your thoughts?” Russ calmly waited.

“The satellites were facing away from the planet, so they are monitoring space for visitors.” Jim nodded to Russ. “Good decision to remain out of sight.” Jim stood up and walked across the room and back to face Russ. “There are no emissions of any energy generation at all, which is a false reading. It has to be false. How did they get the satellites into orbit? Where is their spaceport? Or any flying vehicles?”

“Hidden,” Paul answered.

“Could be.” Jim nodded. “Or, their tech is so high they have force fields that render their ships invisible to our tech.”

Russ glared at Jim for a moment before he spun on his heel and left the room.

“What?” Paul waved the remote in the air.

“He is checking his readouts to see if there are blank spots.” Jim smiled. He pointed to the monitors. “Keep rolling, please.”

When the data ended, Paul dropped the remote on the table. “Well?”

Jim looked at the blank monitor then back at Paul. “Chance reported wooden buildings,” Jim held up one finger, “and we confirmed there was a wooden three masted boat.” He curled that finger back into his fist before he raised it again. “Stone buildings in a city with roads leading to it which we didn’t see.” He kept that finger raised and uncurled another. “Cultivated fields? No.” Another finger raised. “Villages? No.” Another finger rose. “Wooden buildings floating off shore? No.”

Jim looked at his thumb curled across his palm. He straightened it. “No energy emissions.” He held up his second hand and uncurled his thumb. “No mines, no manufactories, no ground vehicles and no spaceport.” He only had his little finger of his right hand curled tight against his palm.

Russ walked back into the room. “You are going to take another run, this time across the northern continent. I will inform Chance but they will have to hurry the decision to go so you can be back before the storm clouds moving across it cover it completely. And you will be looking for everything Jim just listed including any cities.”

Jim nodded.

Paul asked, “How soon?”

“As soon as I plot your route to avoid detection from their satellites. We will assume they have daily readings from the satellites even if they don’t.”

“Did you find anything?” Jim held his breath waiting for the answer.

“There were two blank spots, with no readings at all. One on the moon, and the other south of two extinct volcanos in the northern continent.” Russ held up his hand to forestall any questions. “I don’t know what it means. But, we will treat both anomalies as dangerous.”

Russ hurried back to the cockpit, leaving Jim and Paul to prepare their craft.

A week passed while they waited for orders from Chance. Jim and Paul watched the complete run three times before Paul left Jim alone.

The more Jim thought about the lack of technology the more he thought it was better then human technology. They had to be hiding their space ships. They could even be hidden inside one of the moons.

When Russ decided they had to shift from their southern pole orbit because the smaller moon was cycling on the opposite side to the larger moon leaving them nowhere to hide, Jim agreed.

Russ took Scoop on a run away from the planet collecting baryons. It took two weeks to circle back and hide at the northern pole, timing their move when the larger moon was behind the horizon and the smaller moon just broke over the horizon.

Jim checked both Bullet’s one last time and concluded there was nothing to replace or repair. Both craft were ready for the next run.

He found Paul in the small servery with a hot drink. Jim made one and settled at the table across from Paul.

“I want to take the run even if Chance orders us not to.”

Paul nodded.

Jim tried to explain. “I feel that the enemy is here, but hiding.” He shrugged.

“There is no proof.” Paul finished his drink and placed the mug on the table.

“In less than three months Chance will return and we lose any hope we have of finding them in this system.”

“True,” Paul answered.

“I want to find them.” Jim knew they both understood which them he meant.

“I’ll go with you.”

Jim smiled and nodded to Paul. “Thanks.”

“Besides, I have another week to wait for the next batch to brew.”

One of the crew stuck his head around the door. “Russ wants you two up front.” He waited for Jim and Paul to move and when they did not, added, “Now.”

Jim followed Paul into the cockpit and waited for Russ to finish whatever he was doing.

“Read this” Russ passed a printout to Paul before he rubbed his two day growth of stubble.

Paul read it and passed the printout to Jim.

It was from Last Chance with orders for a run over the northern continent. “What is this?” Jim pointed to the last sentence. “How can we avoid communication with the locals when we can’t find them?”

“Ignore it,” Russ ordered. “You make two or three runs, depending on the time available between both moon cycles and return, hopefully unnoticed.”

“What about the second paragraph?” Paul touched the printout with a finger. “They confirm that the city, roads, and cultivated fields were all on the northern continent. It would have helped to include that useful bit of information in their first report.”

“Just make the run and return. We can head out and fill our storage bins before Last Chance returns to pick us up.” Russ tapped the console panel indicating the level of the bins down in the storage bays.

“I’ll calculate the path. You need downtime.” Jim waited for an argument but Russ only nodded. “Then we wait for the moons to complete their cycle.”
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​Chapter 8
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When Sonja woke the next morning, she knew there was nothing to do but prepare and wait for her opportunity to run.

“Now?”

It was more a feeling of anticipation than actual words, but her son sensed her excited state. “Soon.” Even though each room carefully carved out of the mountain was almost soundproof, she made no noise as she slipped out of her blankets. “Is the guard still there?”

“Yes.”

She shed her sleeping robe and stood naked on her floor mat while she surveyed her preparations. String bag, weapons, twine, clothes.

She shivered in the cold air while she quickly strapped her small knife pouch to her left forearm. The large knife she tied to her right upper arm using a ribbon of knotted twine, checking twice that the handle remained butted in her armpit and by pressing her arm to her side, tested the cutting edge of the blade was secure.

Not happy with the feel, she undid the ribbon and reversed the knife so the cutting edge faced away from her breast. If it did shift while she ran she would only get cuts on her side, not her breast. She retied the twine and shook her arm. Other than the discomfort of the handle pushing into her armpit, it was secure.

She wrapped the axe head in a scrap of cloth and held it to her right side resting the back of the axe against her right breast, while she tied two long bands she had knotted over the past few months around her chest. Thankfully, her breasts, already swollen to twice their normal size, hid the small bulge of the axe head.

After dressing in one set of pants and shirt, she tied her knotted belt around her waist. The waist of her pants was already tight, but she would need the belt, or the twine, once she was free to make traps. She could not leave it behind.

Then she pulled the smaller of the new robes over her head and slipped her arms into the sleeves. She silently paced across her room and back to the mat, testing the ease of movement. Satisfied, she put the second robe on. It was the larger of the two robes and covered both cuffs and hem of the first robe.

Finally, she pulled on her socks and sandals.

Along with the remaining ribbons and twine, she stowed her string bag inside her pack, and squeezed the second outfit of pants and shirt and her cloak in the top and folded over the flap. Then she wrapped her pack inside her dirty keeper robe, took a deep breath and opened her door.

* * *
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The night guard nodded but she ignored him as she walked with the same confident stride she used every other day as she headed to the lab. The guard’s footpads and claws softly clicked on the cold corridor floor as he followed her to the lab.

Surprised to find the lab door already unlocked, she entered and closed the door on her guard.

Joy smiled a greeting. “I came in early to organise the chemicals so you could start the insertion, now the isolation phase is completed,” Joy glanced at the closed door before she turned back to Sonja. “I checked the properties of that weed that kills Jlaantei. It will kill humans just as quickly. It causes internal bleeding as it eats through cells. Same thing in Jlaantei. No wonder they call it drop weed.”

“Thank you.” Sonja calmly lifted the dirty clothes out of the basket beside the door and dropped her bundle in. She replaced the dirty clothes on top. Not daring a glance at Joy to see if she realised what she just did, Sonja quickly checked that the pack was hidden before she moved to her main work area.

“That one comes.”

Sonja straightened up and rubbed her back, forcing herself not to look at the opening door.

“Where is your keeper robe?” Keeper Kathleen glared at Sonja from the doorway.

“I was just on my way to the laundry to collect my clean clothes, which includes my other keeper robe.”

“Well, get a move on. You are both required to report your progress to Elemental Sedia this morning.”

Joy glanced at Sonja before she spoke. “I need to get more chemicals so we can start the insertion phase as soon as Sonja is back.”

“Get on with it. Take the guard with you. He can carry two bottles of chemicals at once. It will save time.”

Sonja felt Keeper Kathleen’s eyes on her back as she walked out of the lab. “Sonja!”

Sonja stopped and slowly turned to face Keeper Kathleen.

“Take the dirty clothes down to the laundry with you.”

Sonja brushed past Kathleen, waiting with folded arms across her chest beside the lab door, and picked up the full basket. She balanced it on her left hip while turning sideways to get through the door and around Kathleen. Without a backward glance, she walked down the corridor.  Her heart pounded and she was sure her trembling knees would stop working any moment, but she forced herself not to hurry.

When she entered the laundry, two young apprentices stood in front of a pile of dirty clothes waiting to be washed. Sonja changed her tone to mimic Keeper Kathleen. “Why are you not working?”

One girl hurried to the side table and started to fold clean clothes. The other answered. “We are waiting for more water, Keeper. The tank is empty.”

“I believe you are here as punishment for some indiscretion, are you not?” She did not wait for an answer. “I suggest you both fill the tank, or would you rather cart buckets from the well to the laundry all day?”

“No, Keeper.” The two girls hurried out of the laundry, which left Sonja with a few precious seconds before anyone else entered.

She upended the washing onto the floor and retrieved her pack. She tried to remain calm as she sent a thought to her baby. “Any one coming?”

“Not close.”

She realised from his answers he was getting more intelligent every day. She pushed that thought away to concentrate on what needed to be done. She threw the pack out the window, and before it had landed in the bushes, she used her arms to help ease her rump onto the sill. She pulled her legs up and fell out the window, scraping her right hip as she dropped to the ground.

Within seconds, she was back on her feet and feeling around in the false dawn dimness for her pack. She located it and silently moved down the slope to put enough bushes and shrubs between her and the laundry window, in case someone glanced out.

Once she had some distance between her and the window she paused long enough to slip her arms through the straps of her pack and settled it comfortably against her spine. Then she faced north.

Careful of where she placed her feet so she would not twist an ankle, she moved as quietly as she could as she worked her way down the slope.

“Any one close,” she thought to her son every hundred paces. Always the answer was the same; he did not sense anyone close.

* * *
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When the sun was directly overhead, she stopped to rest in a patch of thick bushes.

After she removed her two robes and rolled them up, she pushed one into the top of her backpack and the other into the string bag, which she then looped through her belt and retied around her bulging waist. The string bag would brush against her left knee every step she took but it would be better than unbalancing her with all the bulk on her back.

She climbed a small hill and surveyed the area. If she kept moving north there would be more climbing, which was tiring and slow going, but if she turned east it would be easier over the more open level ground and would put more distance between her and the complex. It would also be easier to track her over the open ground then over the rocky slope. After a few moments of rest, she made up her mind and set off again, still heading north.

When she came across a berry bush, she ate her fill of berries and gathered enough for a second meal before the bush was bare. She carefully slipped the fruit into the string bag and moved on. Ignoring her thirst and exhaustion, she put one foot in front of the other. Every so often, she would grab another berry and chew it to keep her thirst at bay.

By mid afternoon, she worked her way down the slope searching for a creek or spring. There was no point in asking her baby if he sensed water because he had no way of knowing what she was asking. She just repeated the same question she had asked him all day. “Any one near us?” His answer was the same.

In her hurry, she slipped on a loose pebble and scraped the palm of her hand on a branch before she recovered her balance. Brushing a leaf from her palm she realised it was a koobo plant from its minty odour, so she stopped to strip enough leaves to chew while she walked. Then she thought about her need for food, and took another two handfuls of leaves and dropped them into her string bag on top of her robe.

Finally, she found a small spring of cold water when she slipped on the muddy edge. After drinking her fill, she forced her body to keep moving north while she explained the concept of water to her son.

When she was too exhausted to continue, she rested in the shade of one of the massive forest giants, with enough mulch under the tree that she would have fallen asleep if she stretched out. She sat with her back against the trunk while she chewed berries and watched for any movement between the large trunks. Twice she closed her eyes and dozed, only to wake to the noise of a small animal disturbing the dried leaves, before she forced herself on, with the promise of sleep when she found a cave or fallen tree to shelter under for the night.

Just on dark she reached a small clearing on a rise at the base of another mountain. She stopped inside the cover of the tree line and looked around the clearing.  There was no movement at all. No wind rustled the grass, no small animals fed. She looked up. The smaller of the two moons, Sellainne, was directly overhead, and she could not see any clouds. If she could not find a cave or any other type of shelter, the base of a tree would do. Her robes would keep her warm.

“Hide.”

She threw herself under the closest bush and waited. “Where?”

She wondered if he understood distance and direction and prepared for disappointment when he answered. “Above us.”

All her skills of hunting as a child came into play. Her body remained still. Easier to hide when there was no movement to draw attention to the bush or her. Then she wondered how they found her so soon.

She closed her eyes while she waited and fell asleep.

“Gone.”

The thought woke her. “Which direction did he go?” She realised she was so tired she was speaking aloud but it helped to keep her thoughts clear.

“No direction. Gone.”

There was no choice, tired or not, she had to keep moving. Thankfully, the smaller moon would reflect enough light to see where she placed her feet for the next few hours as it hurried across the sky. If she had not found shelter by then she could sleep in the open while she waited for the larger moon, Finissa, to rise over the surrounding mountains to light her way.

“Was he human or Jlaantei?” She thought carefully so he could understand the question.

“Fuzzy. Not human.”

It was true. Jlaantei guards did have their lettrotrong, a thick belt each alien wore around his waist. They entered coordinates for any position they knew by pushing small buttons on the belt and the belt teleported the individual to that place. He described exactly that idea with his thought.

They must have started a search for her when she failed to return from the laundry, but they could not have searched the whole cave complex already. Yet they had extended their search to include the distance a human could walk in the time she was missing. Very clever of them.

So, they missed her already. Another thought followed that one. They had already questioned Joy and learnt Sonja had been preparing to run for the past twelve weeks. Poor Joy. What would her punishment be? Knowing Keeper Kathleen, she would just be spiteful enough to force Joy to carry the next embryo, if they found the one she had prepared. No, it should not be located until her time stamped message reached Joy, or Joy discovered it by herself.

There was nothing she could do but keep walking.

The rocky ground finally levelled off. Sonja was so tired she could not focus on the bushes beside her, let alone look for a cave.

One more step and she had to stop.

She took a step, but her foot did not touch the ground. Instead, she tumbled forward into emptiness.
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​Chapter 9
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She relaxed when she realised it was a cliff and she would be dead when she landed. At least, her son would be dead as well, so there was no need to protect him any more.

“Water. Water.”

The warning gave her precious seconds to fill her lungs with air and curl into a ball protecting her stomach. Cold water closed over her head. She felt the cold water soak her clothes.

Her knowledge of water gained as a child living with her family in the river delta and hunting in the swamps taught her to wait for her fall to slow before kicking her legs, so she waited while she sank towards the bed of the river. When her feet touched something, she prayed it was the sandy bottom. She kicked off and swam upwards, releasing a few bubbles of air every few seconds.

She reached the surface and sucked air into her lungs through her mouth before she started to sink again. Only then did she think about the weight of her backpack.

Kicking her legs helped stabilise her body, while she struggled to pull her backpack off her shoulders. She tumbled over and over, fighting the weight of the pack and the current until she saw a red glow against her closed eyelids. Eventually the pack came off and she let it go. Again, she swam towards the surface sucking in air to fill her oxygen starved lungs.

The current forced her under but she used the power of the river to twist her body over and let the water push her down the river while she used her arms to keep her head above the foaming surface.

She keep her head above water while she floated as much as she could with wet clothes and the added weight of the two knives and axe head.

She used the pale light cast by the smaller moon to search for boulders and tree branches, anything to anchor herself against the pull of the current. She slowly worked her way towards the right bank where the water did not flow as fast as the middle, but her head connected with a boulder and she blacked out.

When Sonja gained consciousness some time later, the extra light of the larger moon bathed the trees in a silvery glow and reflected from the water. The extra light also helped in observing her surroundings.

Once she realised the only thing holding her up was her left arm tightly wrapped around a small rock, she reached for the next rock with her right arm and grabbed hold, before she forced her numb left arm to release its death grip. She hauled her body half out of the water and rested her chest on the rocks for a moment to gather more strength before she reached for the next boulder.

Finally, she was out of the river but too tired to move further. She fell asleep.

* * *
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When she woke again, Sonja forced herself to stand and stumbled over the rocks to the tree line. The larger moon, Finissa, was still visible above the western range, with enough light to find a safe spot to sleep before full darkness surrounded her.

She shook with cold and fatigue while she removed her wet clothes, released the binding around both the large knife and axe head, and unbuckling the pouch containing the small knife from her forearm. Using her hands, she wiped as much water from her body as she could to slow her shivering.

After she spread her clothes over low branches to dry she used the knife to cut an armful of reeds growing beside the river and stacked them beside the rest of her possessions.

Working as quickly as she could with numb hands, she used the small knife to split the reeds into ribbons and layered them inside a circle of rocks. She grabbed the large knife and hacked a thick strip of bark from the closest tree before she spent some time looking for a small straight branch to use as a fire starter. She stripped the leaves from the branch as she hurried back to the pile of reeds, and ran the knife down the sides of the straight stick, to smooth out any bumps.

She continued to shiver as she rolled the small branch back and forth between her hands while pressing the end of the branch on the bark beside of the pile of reeds.

Small blisters grew on her palms before she finally smelled smoke. It was the incentive she needed. Doubling her efforts created enough friction for the bark to catch fire. She dropped the branch and gently blew on the first small sparks until a flame danced on the bark.

Without taking her attention off the burning bark, she placed reed strips each side of the flame. They smouldered and caught fire. She fed more reeds onto the fire and before the bark burnt through, she dropped the lot onto the pile of reeds arranged inside the circle of stones. “Yes, we have a fire.”

The bark burnt through and the pieces settled onto the reeds, increasing the flame.

Sonja left the reeds burning to gather armfuls of dead wood under the closest trees to feed the fire for the rest of the night.

“Well, my love, we are alive. We have fire tonight and tomorrow I will look for food.” She rubbed her stomach to reassure her baby. When he did not reply, she worried she had bumped her stomach while in the river. A quick examination reassured her, other than sore spots that would be bruises tomorrow, her skin was unbroken. Then he kicked.

She unpacked her string bag, and spread the rest of her belongings around the fire to dry in the heat. The bag she hung on a bush away from crawling insects.

She carefully gathered the berries that fell out and placed most back in the bag for breakfast. If the insects did not find the rest, she could search for them in the morning. One handful she ate to ease her hunger pangs.

There was nothing more she could do with her wet clothes until they dried, so she tried to recall what she had learnt as a child growing up in the hot steamy swamps.

In the swamps, there was no need for clothes because it never got cold. Most of the children slept without clothing and remained warm. The adults only used clothing for modesty.

Leaves blown into a pile between two large rocks caught her attention as she turned to warm her back. She could gather leaf litter and pile it on top of her body to keep warm while she slept. Her mind worked through the problem of either the wind blowing the leaves away while she slept or her sleeping too far from the fire to feed it during the rest of the night.

Finally, she grabbed the one wet robe she still owned and headed away from the fire to gather what leaf litter she could before the larger moon set. It took three loads until she was satisfied she had enough to cover her body. She spread the robe over the top of the pile of litter and weighed down both sides with small rocks collected from the edge of the river.

Totally exhausted, she burrowed under the pile of leaves until only her head and right arm showed. She checked the distance to the fire by stretching out her arm to reach the closest of the branches she stacked ready to feed the fire. To make sure she could do so, she took a branch from the pile and dropped it on top of the fire, causing sparks to dance into the air.

As she dropped into a deep sleep, she worried that the sparks could set her pile of leaves alight and she could die of asphyxiation before she woke.

* * *
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Sonja woke warm and refreshed. Then her stomach rumbled and her full bladder started to get uncomfortable. She eased out of her warm pile of leaf litter into sunlight. After she relieved herself, she surveyed her surroundings.

The river branched around her small camp, so she was either on land that would head east, or she was on an islet and needed to cross the river to the north or south to continue east. She could explore the area past the trees to find the easiest way to go, while looking for food.

She ate the last handful of bruised berries from her string bag before she checked her clothes. They were still slightly damp but she dressed. Then she strapped her small knife pouch to her left forearm, over bruises that had started to turn purple.

She checked her robe and found it had dried on the exposed side, and quickly turned it over to let the sun dry the other side, before again weighing it down with the small rocks on the pile of leaves. The last thing she wanted was a breeze to pick up and scatter the leaves or let them blow into the fire.

A quick glance around the edge of the clearing showed there were no berries or fruit trees so she returned to the reeds growing on the bank. She pulled some out by the roots and rinsed off the dirt in the river before she returned to her small fire. After breaking the roots off the stalks with a quick twist, she dropped them on the hot coals. Using a thick branch, she covered the roots with ash. They could roast while she searched for a bowl shaped rock to heat water.

All the rocks were rounded by the water.

“I guess I can make a bowl.” She rubbed her stomach gently and was happy to feel a kick. “We can make a bowl to hold water.” She tried to keep her thoughts and words together, making it easier for him to understand.

“Water.”

She was not sure if he warned her water was near or if he repeated the word from yesterday, so she calmly answered his thought. “Yes, we need a bowl to heat some water.”  

She used her axe head to scrap bark from some large fallen branches. When she decided she had enough she placed one round rock beside the fire and layered the bark over it until the rock was completely covered. Next, she carried handfuls of mud from the edge of the river to smear over the bark. Satisfied it was enough, she moved coals around the rock and left it to dry while she ate the half roasted roots.

She spent the next hour unravelling one of the ribbons and reknotting the twine into a fish trap. After she poked the reed tips through the loops to disguise the trap enough for fish to swim close she wandered along the river bank looking for a slow flowing section. She finally found a good spot to set her trap, dropped it in, and anchored it to a clump of reeds on the bank.

Deciding there was nothing else she could do but wait for a fish to enter the trap and the bowl to finish drying, she explored the right branch of the river.

As Sonja worked her way between the large trees and small bushes, she found two spots suitable to camp where large boulders could be used as sides of a shelter. She discovered three vines that were starting to flower and would bear fruit in another four to six weeks.

When she reached the end of her islet, she saw a branch bobbing up and down in the water. She removed her sandals before wading out to see what the branch had caught. With some luck, it might be edible.

As soon as she recognised her backpack strap, she pulled it out of the water and thanked all the gods she could think of for allowing the pack to be caught by the branch. She slipped her sandals on and in the lengthening shadows continued around the islet back to camp.

She picked some wild lettuce and another weed that would make a soup and continued. She found three birds nests and marked the trees. If she had to, she could climb the trees the next day to check for eggs, but now she needed to check the pot and feed the fire.

Everything was where she left it and no animal tracks disturbed the ground. That eased her mind on unseen dangers but caused her to worry about lack of food.

She unpacked the soaked clothes and spread them on low bushes to dry, fed the fire and moved more coals to the drying pot, before she returned to the fish trap.

There were two small fish inside. She quickly removed and gutted them before she reset the trap.

The first fish she ate raw while the other cooked on her fire. On dark, the second fish was ready. She ate every flake of flesh and wrapped the bones from both fish in large leaves ready to make a soup when the bowl was ready.

By fire light, she undid the second ribbon and knotted the twine into a second fish trap before she eased her aching body back under the pile of leaves and slept the night through.

* * *
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The next morning she ate the rest of the wild lettuce leaves, and filled up on water, before she checked her pot.

It was dry enough. She eased the bowl off the rock and removed the bark from inside. Even though she was not planning to remain on the islet for long, she repeated the process to make a second bowl and left it in the coals to dry.

The first bowl she filled with water and placed it beside the fire, balancing it with small stones around the base. Then she dropped the weeds picked the evening before into the water and left it to warm while she checked and reset the first trap and moved further down the north side of the islet to set the second trap.

When she returned to the fire, half the water had seeped out of the pot, but the weeds had softened enough for her to drink the soup.

She spread more mud on the outside of the empty pot and returned it to the edge of the fire to dry. The second pot was dry enough to rotate. She also laid more wood on the fire.

“I think we have time to explore again.”

She continued to talk aloud to her baby, describing the area and what she should do before she waded through the river to the far bank, while she walked back to the trees with the bird nests. After studying the tall trunks of all three trees, she realised she was just too heavy to haul herself up to reach the nests. If there were any eggs, they were safe enough from her.

After studying the northern side of the river, she located what she thought would be the easiest spot to wade across when she saw movement on the far bank. She slowly eased behind the trunk of the closest large tree and watched. A single Chillmannu, an indigenous owner of Mannuholm, that looked similar to the bears in the picture books of her ancestors’ planet, pulled roots from the riverbank with her paws and tucked them into her stomach pouch while moving slowly down the bank.

Sonja had never been close to one, but she had seen them from a distance once before. She knew enough to realise it had to be female because of the pouch, and knew they wrote the contracts setting out the rules and laws for the elementals, humans and Jlaantei to live in harmony with the land and each other.

Then she remembered they usually stayed in the colder regions of the continent because their heavy fur made them too hot for the southern areas. So, she was either a lot further north than she thought, or the weather was cold enough for the Chillmannu. Another thought came. They never wandered alone. They travelled in groups, even if it was only two or three.

She scanned the far bank to locate the others, but the only one she could see was the one gathering the roots. She remembered her Nan telling stories of the gentle mind readers to her as a child.

“Don’t talk,” she whispered to her son. “Be very quiet.”

She slipped behind the tree line and hurried back to the camp, only stopping to empty her traps of fish and quickly reset them. She needed to cover her fire before it betrayed her position to the Chillmannu.

After she threw the fish onto the coals to cook, she cut enough leafy branches to hide the flames. If they were not noticeable now, they would be after dark. When she forced the last branch into the ground around the fire, and was satisfied it could not be seen from either bank, she settled down behind the screen to watch the far bank for movement.

She turned the three fish over with a green branch before she saw a large Chillmannu wading through the water straight towards her.
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​Chapter 10



[image: ]




Sonja waited beside her fire because there were only two spots to hide on the islet and if the Chillmannu searched, she would soon be located.

An insect bit her right ankle. She moved to brush the insect away but overbalanced. As she braced her arm to stop falling, she heard the click of pebbles moving over the gurgle of flowing water. The Chillmannu had reached her islet.

“The furry one waits for you to greet her.”

“She spoke to you,” Sonja whispered the words. “You can hear her?”

“The furry one waits.”

Sonja pushed herself upright and looked towards the rocks where she thought her visitor stood. Instead, she found the Chilli filled her vision, two paces beyond her screen of bushes. Her first reaction was to scream. Her second reaction was to run.

“We heard your son call for help.” The Chillmannu spoke Trade, the common language spoken by both humans and Jlaantei. Sonja had no idea the indigenous Chilli could vocalise, let alone learn a second language.

“I am called Meleda. What are you called?” The Chillmannu waited patiently behind the flimsy screen of bushes for an answer but did not exhibit any aggressive behaviour.

She had never heard of them attacking a human or Jlaantei before, but kept a firm grip on the handle of the large knife. “I am called Sonja.” She studied the Chillmannu.

If Meleda bent forward and placed her arms on the ground, she would look like the brown bears from the ancient picture book her mother owned, except for the shorter muzzle. However, she remained upright and studied Sonja while she allowed Sonja to look her over. No, her teeth are flat, not pointed. Did that mean vegetarian, or something else?

“What is you son called?”

Sonja covered her stomach with her free hand. “We do not name our children until they are born.”

Meleda mimicked Sonja’s action and covered her bulging pouch. “My cub is called Ren. He sleeps at the moment.”

Sonja had no idea what to say. She gripped the knife and waited.

“Have you learnt the rules of the contract between humans and Chillmannu?” Meleda took a step closer to the bushes and waited.

“We all learn the laws as children.” Sonja took a step away from the fire and away from Meleda. “Do you want me to recite them for you?”

“Just the fourth one.”

Sonja remembered the fourth line of the contract and quoted, “You will take no lives.”

“Yes. If you put the knife down, you will not accidentally break the forth rule.” Meleda took a sideways step, working her way around the screen of bushes.

“Oh.” Sonja looked down at the knife just as the cooking fish caught fire. She dropped to her knees and flicked the three fish away from the coals with the knife. One overcooked fish landed on the edge of the leaf litter, so she flipped it back to the other charcoal lumps.

She scrapped the burnt skin off the closest fish and realised the flesh was still edible, as her stomach grumbled. The only way to stop her hunger was to eat the fish, so she quickly skinned it, dropping moist flakes of cooked flesh into the empty bowl. When she finished scraping the flesh from the skeleton of the other two fish, she sat the knife beside the pile of bones stacked on a piece of bark and ate the cooled flesh. Only when she eased some of her hunger pangs did she glance at her visitor.

Meleda had walked around the screen of bushes and sat on the ground far enough away from the fire to avoid the heat.

“Sorry.” Sonja swallowed her mouthful of fish. “Do you want some of my fish?”

“No, you eat it.”

When the bowl was empty, she hurried to the bank and half filled it with cold water. She moved back to the fire and balanced the bowl on the waiting rocks. Using the large knife, she scooped the fish bones into the bowl and dragged a few coals closer to heat the bowl. She placed the knife on the ground beside the spare wood in case the Chilli did attack, before she turned her attention back to Meleda. “It will make a fish flavoured soup while we talk.”

“Eat. This is good. Rangi.” Meleda held out a red-skinned round fruit and waited for Sonja to take it. “Good to eat after burnt fish.”

Sonja looked at the skin of the fruit, turning it from side to side. She picked a spot and bit into the fruit, releasing a sweet rotten fruit flavour. She spat the piece of skin into the fire before she squeezed the sides of the fruit and swallowed the refreshing, sweet red juice.

Meleda calmly retrieved a second red-skinned rangi or orange from her pouch and gently peeled the skin from half the fruit with the claws of one paw before she ate the red flesh. Sonja wondered if she should think hand instead of paw, because she saw the opposable thumbs even as she noticed each stubby finger only had a single joint.  Each claw extended from the top of the fingers just like the nail on each human finger.

Juice dribbled down the fur of Meleda’s muzzle. She used her paws to wipe it away. “You can’t stay here. Dangerous.”

“From what?” Sonja looked around the small clearing, not sure what she would find. She certainly was not expecting to see two large Chillmannu already seated at the foot of a large tree, calmly eating the same fruit she was sucking the juice out of. One looked at her before he turned his attention back to the fruit.

“The big dark pelted one is Orrik and the smaller dark pelt is Fresa. They will not harm you.” Meleda took another bite of her fruit.

“What do you want?” Sonja had enough of the small talk. She might as well find out what they expected of her.

“I want you safe. You have to leave this place before the wet starts.” Meleda stared at the second bowl curing beside the fire. “What is inside the mud?”

“I am making another bowl, like this one.” Sonja tapped the bowl with the fish bones in it. “They are not very good, but the best I could do.”

“You may bring them with you.” Meleda dropped the rest of the peel onto the ground, and wiped both sides of her muzzle to remove any remaining juice.

Meleda’s pelt fascinated Sonja. It looked as soft as human hair and as long as her little finger. It swayed back and forth, as she moved. Even when she remained still, the breeze stirred her beige fur so that it continuously quivered. Then she though of what Meleda said. Bring them with her. Where? She would not go back, but could cross the river and head further east. “I will not go back.”

“Collect your coverings if you need them.” Meleda ignored what Sonja said.

If she did not go? What then? Will they use force and carry her with them? 

“We go with furry ones to safety.”

Sonja realised she did not have a choice, so kept an eye on all three Chillmannu while she grabbed the closest dried item of clothing, rolled and packed it in her backpack. She moved to the next bush and the next piece of clothing. When every dried item was in the pack, she placed the large knife on top and folded the flap over. She checked the three visitors had not moved before she bundled the axe head into her string bag, and looked around the camp.

The bowls could be left behind. She might even find clay to make better pots when she moved further east. She could not risk returning west where there was a chance she would be caught and her baby killed, so, if the Chillmannu led her towards the west she could just run again. Until then, she would follow and watch. Learn what she needed about the native plants in the area and wait her chance to flee. “We will be safe,” she thought to her son. “I will not let anyone kill you. I will protect you.”

“Who would kill your baby?”

Sonja was shocked to hear the question. She had not spoken aloud, so how could Meleda know? Can she mind read? “What?” Were Nan’s stories true?

“Who would kill your baby,” Meleda repeated.

“The ones I fled.” Sonja poured the contents of the bowl on to the fire. How can I explain that Elemental Sedia ordered it? Is Meleda intelligent enough to understand what Sonja’s job was? 

The burning wood hissed as steam shot into the air, but the wood kept burning. She hurried to the bank, filled the bowl and emptied it on the coals. She poured two more bowls of water onto the fire before the flames were out. Then she used the bowl to scoop earth on to the fire until one side of the bowl broke off.

“If you know all the contracts we have with the humans and the Jlaantei and the Elementals then you know it is wrong to take a life. Even a little one.” She looked at the other two waiting under the tree. Then she turned her gaze back to Sonja. “The flames are out.” Meleda stood. “We leave now before it is too dark to see where we put our paws.”

The other two Chillmannu stood and slowly moved across the site to wait beside Meleda. Sonja took one last glance around her camp looking for more clothes she may have missed. Satisfied that there was nothing else she needed to collect, she picked up her pack and string bag and moved closer to Meleda.

“Wait.” Sonja dropped her backpack and string bag and raced towards the two fish traps. She pulled the first from the water and shook out the reeds that hid the twine from the fish as she hurried further down the bank to retrieve the second trap. She was surprised to find one small fish already caught. She dropped it back in the river and shook the reeds from the second trap before she collapsed both into small bundles of knotted string. She was glad she remembered the traps as she hurried back to her camp. Twine was the one item she needed more than the rest. Then she amended the thought, to include the axe and knives.

The Chillmannu were still waiting when she returned. They looked at her traps but did not comment. When they realised she was ready to leave, they stepped into the water and slowly waded towards the far bank. Sonja removed her sandals, gathered up her bags and followed, after allowing herself one last look through the evening shadows at her camp.

* * *
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Sonja kept her string bag dry by holding it above the water, but her trousers were soaked by the time she reached the fast flowing deepest part of the river.

She tried to keep pace with the large male, but the force of the water pushed her sideways. Orrik reached for her as she fell. She felt the straps of her backpack cut into her shoulders and realised Orrik held it and her above the water. She found footing on the slippery rocks beneath the water and continued. In the end, she passed her pack to Orrik and the string bag to Fresa and struggled towards the far bank between both Orrik and Fresa. They grabbed her to stop her floating further down the river each time she stumbled against the current.

When she finally climbed the bank and dropped to the ground, she was soaked through. Orrik dropped her pack and Fresa handed her the string bag before they moved away. She pulled her sandals out of the string bag and sat them in the sun to dry. She stripped off the wet clothes and donned one of the loose robes while she watched the three Chillmannu shaking drops of water from their fur. Thankfully, they stood at a safe distance from her to shake their pelts.

Meleda settled on the ground beside Sonja and watched the other two Chillmannu dry off fully by rubbing their backs on the grass.

“We go north now.” Meleda stretched her legs to get more comfortable.

“I have to go east.” I can not waste time, Sonja thought, not if I want to stay hidden from the Jlaantei still searching for me.

“The Jlaantei will not find you while you are with us.”

“Did you read my mind?” Sonja was sure she never said that aloud.

“Yes,” Meleda back rubbed her arm fur, making it stand on end.

“Do you know I ran away from Elemental Sedia because she ordered my baby terminated once he is born and tested?”

“Yes.”

“It goes against our contract with the Elementals,” Sonja wondered if Meleda realised that, “but I could not obey her in this order.” She rolled up her wet clothes and slid them inside her string bag.

“You could have approached the Jlaantei and appealed to them to protect you and your child.”

“No.” Sonja shook her head. “I had Jlaantei guards, day and night, and they must have known Elemental Sedia was going to terminate my baby. They said nothing. They did not help me.”

“We will protect you and your baby, but you must come north with us.” Meleda stood and looked at Orrik and Fresa.

Sonja finally realised, they were talking telepathically. Their silence did not mean no communication. It just meant she was not included in the conversation. She watched Orrik and Fresa slowly get to their feet and walk north as the sun hovered over the western mountains. She had no choice but to follow.
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​Chapter 11
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Sonja woke the next morning remembering the long walk from the river to the Chillmannu camp in the dark, between the setting of Sellainne and the rising of Finissa. If she was to run again, it would be better to wait until Sellainne again caught up to slower turning Finissa or she could have another fall in the dark and not survive this time.

She felt a soft touch on her stomach and until it moved, thought it was the coarsely woven blanket Meleda had passed to her before she fell asleep. She heaved herself up from her prone position and opened her eyes to bright sunlight streaming in the large cave opening. It was later than she thought.

Two cubs leant on the edge of her raised dirt bed and had their full attention on her stomach under their paws, until they realised she was awake and hid their paws behind their backs. If they were children, they had a look of guilt written in their body posture, but they were not, so she was no sure, although she did not sense any hostility. She opened her mind and sensed they felt embarrassment at being caught talking to her baby.

“What are you doing?” Sonja blinked to clear her eyes of tears from the bright sunlight that reflected off the rocky floor inside the cave.

“We are talking,” her son sent to her. “They are my friends.”

“My turn to talk.” Another cub, smaller than the first two, stood at the end of her bed with both arms raised. “My paws are small and gentle.”

“Out!” Meleda walked into view and waited until the three cubs ran away from her searching look. “You slept well?”

“Yes, thank you.” Sonja swung her legs over the side of the raised platform and stood. “Where should I go to relieve my bladder?”

“Through here.” Meleda led Sonja out a side opening in the large cave and north around the slope of the rocky ground. She followed Meleda around a clump of low bushes and into the woodland where the rocky ground levelled out. The few trees blocked her view to the cave. “This will do for you, but the rest of us go that way.” She pointed towards the west. “You will not be disturbed here.”

Meleda waited for Sonja and led the way back to the camp. She stopped near the eastern cave opening beside a large table roughly made from woven vines and strung between two trees. The trees shaded the food from full sunlight. Fruit, grains and baked biscuits covered the table and underneath large leaves were scattered, either waiting to wrap left over food or catch any food that fell through the woven vines.

Sonja looked around for a fire but could not see one. “Who made the biscuits?”

“Orrik makes best biscuits. Oven is there.” Meleda pointed out a clay mound sheltered under an overhang of rock. Smoke drifted from a hole in the top of the oven.

Sonja was surprised they used fire to cook food. She assumed the opening for wood and biscuits were on the far side.

“Yes, opening on far side. No wind to blow ash around on that side.” Meleda passed a yellow fruit to Sonja and ate one herself. “Eat. Then we talk.”

When Sonja brushed the crumbs of her third biscuit from her hands, Meleda led her back to her sleeping space and sat at on the end of the raised earth. Sonja sat at the other end and waited.

“We now teach your son to control his talent.”

“How?”

“We talk to him. We teach him. You will stay here with us until he can talk to one and no other hears him.”

“Can you hear him now?” Sonja was surprised that they could hear him when no one at the complex heard him. Or did they hear, without saying anything to her?

“Humans do not hear one so young, but we hear. We first heard him call for help when you were in the water so we met you and bought you here. When he is out of your pouch and in control of his talent you may leave.”

Sonja smiled at the thought of humans having a pouch but did not want to correct the Chillmannu’s word for womb. Sonja quickly calculated that she had at least twelve weeks or more to his birth. She had hoped to get a home established before he was born.

“You will live with us until he learns. We will find you a warm cave where hunting is good. You will be safe from humans and Jlaantei and Elementals until you are ready to return.” Meleda gently patted Sonja’s hand before she placed her paw back on the bed. “I will order Orrik to advise Elementals and humans that your cub will not be harmed.”

“The Elementals have plans to breed a lot more like my son. I was the one who made him this way. I was trained to alter the embryos...” Sonja looked for the correct words to make her understand. “I altered the cells that became my baby.”

“We understand from your thoughts. We are aware of the Elementals’ plan to breed humans with talents that all humans have, but in small qualities. We agreed to this because we already have mind speech, even if our speech is different from yours.”

“Why?” Sonja was learning more now than she ever learnt at the complex.

“Why we allow Elementals to breed humans with mind speech? Or why we agreed to help Elementals?” Meleda tipped her head to the side and waited for Sonja to answer.

“Both.” Sonja could not help but smile at Meleda.

“The second should be answered first, I think.” Meleda watched the three cubs playing in the distance before she turned back to Sonja. “The Elementals arrived and helped all Chillmannu by removing some bad Chillmannu to the southern continent. So, when they asked, we agreed to allow their alien friends, the Jlaantei, to live among us until there are enough Jlaantei to return to their world and fight for their rightful lands.

“Then the Elementals left again, looking for other beings they could befriend and found your ancestor’s planet. They said a war was fought that would destroy all the humans if they did nothing, so they looked for some humans they could rescue and to their surprise found humans that could mind speak with the Elementals. The Elementals were very excited and offered to take the humans to safety if the humans agreed to breed more with the talent of mind speech. The humans agreed and so were bought here to Mannuholm in the Elementals’ ships.”

Sonja waited for the rest of the story but the number of questions she wanted to ask were growing, including where were the space ships now.

“Now the Elementals’ plan to breed stronger talented humans is under way, and you are one of the humans manipulating the cells to allow the talent to grow. I understand this but I do not know how you do this thing. Even humans could not do this thing without Jlaantei machines and knowledge.”

Orrik walked over and sat on the ground beside Meleda. “We were surprised when we learnt humans have more than mind speech. Very surprised, and worried that humans could be dangerous. To stop the worry, we made contracts and now live in peace with both humans and Jlaantei. There is a lot of land and we do not have to see humans or Jlaantei if we choose not to.”

“Yes.” Meleda patted Orrik on the shoulder before she turned back to Sonja. “You are not dangerous to us, but your son could become dangerous if he does not learn to control his thoughts.”

“How?” Sonja shook her head. “I mean, how could my son be dangerous? He isn’t even born yet.”

“If he can send his thoughts to anyone he could order them to obey his commands and force others to do as he wishes, including killing other humans or Jlaantei.” Meleda waited for Sonja to think that over.

“Could he?” Sonja shifted around on the bed so she was more comfortable, before she rested one hand on her stomach where he kicked. “Could he do that? Can any other humans do that?”

“No, we do not think other humans can do that, but your son is very strong with his thoughts, and he could grow to be a danger to others.”

“So I was wrong and the Elementals are right. He has to be terminated after he is tested.” Sonja’s shoulders sagged as she realised things were worse then she thought. “I did not give permission to Elemental Sedia or the other keepers to carry this baby to term, but I have come to love him as he grows, and I don’t want to see him terminated.”

“Their wrong doing does not warrant your loss of the child. Your choices were to say nothing and allow their actions to continue, or run away and save the child and save the Elementals and human keepers from breaking our laws even if you did not know this.”

Orrik joined the conversation again. “If the Elementals plan to break their contract with us they will be stopped and punished accordingly. You have not broken any laws yet, but if you run away before your baby learns to control his talent, you will be breaking the law by ignoring the problem before it happens.”

Sonja thought that over while she recited the contracts, as she remembered them, in her mind. The only one she could think of was ‘You will take no lives’, but that was in the contract between the humans and Chillmannu, nothing to do with the Elementals.

Meleda nodded. “Even the Elementals are not allowed to take a life unless the life they take has broken the same laws or intends to break the law in the future, but only after the one who broke the law has been mind read by a Chillmannu to prove it is a correct decision. Even if there are witnesses.”

“So,” Sonja summed up what she had been told, “if I stay here and allow you to train my baby to control his thoughts, I am safe from the Elementals and Jlaantei and can move east or south to a warmer climate, or even return to my parents fishing village and raise my baby?” Sonja waited for Meleda to nod. “How long will it take and what do I have to do?”

* * *
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As the days faded into weeks, Sonja could not believe she settled into a life of sleeping, or resting in the shade of one of the large trees, while the Chillmannu gathered fruits and roots or grain for biscuits and kept her fed as her body expanded. She craved meat but never mentioned it because she was afraid to insult her protectors.
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