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Chapter One

The Visitors

 <We cannot colonize this planet as it has
sentient life forms,> observed the Leader.

<Yes, I know, Leader,>
said Siicanndaai. It regarded the group
they were studying. <They bear a superficial resemblance to
Elwists, in that they are bipeds. They are small, but there are
similarities.>

<There are,> agreed the Leader,
<but there, the resemblance ends. They are mammals, we are not,
and it only takes two of them to procreate.>

Siicanndaai glanced at
the Leader. <They are quite prolific. I think we need to study
them longer. Perhaps we can learn how they are so fertile in face
of the adverse conditions under which they live.>

The Leader nodded. <I will consider your
suggestion. You make a good point about their fertility. We need to
learn as much as possible to try to help solve our lack of
abundance when it comes to offspring.>

They watched as a small, naked, dark brown
child toddled towards the fire the adults kept going in the middle
of their encampment. An adult female rushed after it snatching it
up before it could burn itself. She was nearly as naked as the tiny
male, wearing only a rough made garment covering her from waist to
mid-thigh. Her prominent breasts were bare.

The female held the little one in her
arms, speaking and shaking her head.
Siicanndaai gathered she was giving a warning to
the child not to go near the fire, though the monitoring device on
which they were watching the group had the sound turned down
and Siicanndaai could not hear her.
It could have read her thoughts but chose
not to as it considered that to be an invasion of privacy. Still
scolding, the female carried the child toward a tent-like structure
made of woven grasses.

Siicanndaai sighed as it
gazed at the child. It did not have children and feared it was
doomed to remain forever childless. Unable to acquire any potential
group-mates to date, it knew it probably never would.

Over the next several days, the Leader
noticed how Siicanndaai watched the
children of the primitive group with longing, and its hearts ached
for it. It knew how much the young Elwist wanted group-mates and
children of its own but knew that was a future that likely would
never occur.

Siicanndaai was born with
a singular birth defect that none of the Healers could correct. It
did not have the striking, feathery, foot high crest that all
others of the Elwists possessed. Instead, layers of multicolored,
iridescent feathers covered its head. They lay flat no matter how
hard it tried to get them to stand. It also had feathers on both
its arms that ran underneath them and down its sides so that when
it stretched it arms to the sides, they unfolded, resembling
wings.

The Healers said the lack of a crest
was a throwback to when their species was mostly aquatic and swam
to catch fish. So were the arm feathers. They were less of a
problem though the condition was
rare.

People were always polite enough to
pretend not to notice its lack but without fail, even when it met
someone with whom it might wish to simply be
friends, there would be an awkward pause, then,
the person would make some type of excuse for continuing on its way
and Siicanndaai would not see it
again.

No one had ever asked
Siicanndaai home to meet their parents and
siblings. Even when it was a child, it was not successful at
acquiring any lasting friends, and after a while, it ceased trying.
Although it knew its parents and siblings loved it, they had their
own lives and it felt a deep void. It had ceased to hope for a
mate-group and children.

It was, perhaps, the loneliest Elwist in the
universe.

The Leader had another world it needed to
check in a nearby star system, so it made a decision.

<
Siicanndaai, there is another world to visit
before we return home. We must leave this one, as it is not
suitable for colonization.>

Siicanndaai nodded.
<Yes, Leader, I know.> It sighed. Disappointed, it thought
privately, The Leader has decided not to
make a study of these people.

At the time of their visit to that
particular planet, it was centuries after their Great War and a
little over three hundred years after they went back out into
space. They had established colonies on other worlds in hopes of
improving fertility rates amongst their people. Having such
colonies had only been marginally successful but they had decided
to colonize one more, which was the reason they had traveled to
that planet.

Siicanndaai knew that
they could not remain and would have to seek another since the
world contained the primitive race of
hunter/gatherers. For that type of society, the people were very
fertile, indeed.

The Leader had a happy surprise for the
young Elwist.

<I have taken into consideration your
suggestion to further study these people. Would you like to remain
and observe them? It will take some little while for us to get to
the next world and make our observations, and then return to
retrieve you. While that is insufficient time for a full study, it
should be enough for a preliminary one, and that may be enough to
give us some ideas. It might become somewhat lonely for you - that
is if you wish to do this.> The Leader waited for its
answer.

Siicanndaai’s large blue
eyes widened in surprise - and eagerness.

<Oh, yes, Leader! I would be happy
to stay, and I am used to being lonely.> It paused to consider
its wording. It did not want the Leader to think it was complaining
about being alone, so it corrected itself. <That is to say, I do
not mind being alone, Leader.
Nothing would please me more than to help increase our
understanding and knowledge of another species, and perhaps find a
solution to our low birth rate.>

<Good! Then we will leave enough
supplies to last until our return. Remember to take tissue samples
discretely so that the subjects are not aware, and memory-wipe them
afterward if they see you. We must interfere as little as
possible.> It regarded
Siicanndaai.

It was only nineteen years old, but as
all advance scouts it possessed several required psychic abilities
in addition to telepathy: Healing, levitation, telekinesis, psychic
location, and memory wiping. It also had several other,
non-required ones. It was quite a talented youngster. It was
unfortunate it was born with its particular birth defects for it
was otherwise a handsome being. The Leader thought the head and arm
feathers were quite
attractive.

It sighed. It briefly entertained the
thought that had it been younger and not already vow-mated with
three group-mates it truly loved, it might have considered
Siicanndaai for a mate. Then, it shook its head
ruefully. It was an honest Elwist and it knew that, as a matter of
practicality, it could not have had the young Elwist as a
group-mate. Not if it wished to procreate. In such an instance, it
would not have been able to acquire any other mates, as no other
Elwist would ever have accepted one such as
Siicanndaai into a mate-group. Still, it
was quite beautiful.

The Leader understood the reluctance,
though it did not agree. The head crest was a definitive Elwist
feature, and as far as it knew, no other Elwist had been born
without one since their species evolved it. No one
deliberately tried to make
Siicanndaai feel bad about its lack. It was just
that no one wanted to mate with it for fear of begetting crestless
children.

Nearly all Elwists had established
associations that led to forming mate-groups by its age, but sadly,
most people would not befriend
Siicanndaai. Even when it visited a
luanna house to mate with the
surrogates, it detected reluctance on their part, though the law required them to provide
service to everyone.

The surrogates were polite, even
friendly, but there were always excuses for not accommodating it.
The few times they did, it was only for a
half-mating so Siicanndaai had never
received sperm, and suspected its sperm was sealed off and
rejected. This, too, was against the law except in cases of
illness, but very hard to prove.

The prior year, before the start of
their current trip, Siicanndaai had tried
a final time. It went into the luanna house at the spaceport. It left in
despair when other single Elwists came in, and while
it still waited, they received service from the
surrogates. When it questioned this, it was told the others had
“appointments.” Siicanndaai knew better,
of course. Appointments were unnecessary at the luanna houses and it had the right to report
this.

Siicanndaai was unaware
that the Leader saw it changing colors in distress as it left
the luanna house. It did not
allow the young Elwist to know it saw its angst as it knew how shy
and self-conscious it was, and did not wish to embarrass it, but it
went inside and made inquiries. It was told the surrogates were
“busy” while Siicanndaai was there. It
had no way of proving the surrogates were being deceptive and
knew Siicanndaai did not report them. It
also knew Siicanndaai had never returned
to the luanna
house.

The Leader hoped it was making the
right decision by leaving Siicanndaai
alone but knew it wanted a chance to prove itself, that it
thought perhaps someone would then feel it worthy of having as a
mate. The Leader knew this was a forlorn hope but saw no harm in
indulging it in this matter, and felt it would do a good
job.

They left everything
Siicanndaai required to carry out its study,
along with its food supplies, in the cave from which they had been
observing the primitive group, wished it well, sang a departing
song, and lifted off from the planet.

******

A Brief Explanation of How We Arrived at
this Point

(An excerpt of the lecture given to
impending predults by historian and biologist, Samiilaa, and
recorded in the Elwist archives in the
1459th year of the New
Era)

We evolved from a small semi-aquatic,
avian-like, egg-laying life form that was gender-neutral, having
aspects of both male and female. The biology dictated four to
procreate.

Before higher intelligence developed,
telepathy arose naturally within our species as a defense against
predators while we were still swimmers in inhospitable ponds. The
proto-Elwists laid their eggs in water a few days after
fertilization, and a week later, the eggs hatched into their larval
form of aquatic swimmers that took a fourth of a year to transform
into quadrupeds, forming limbs with which to crawl forth from the
pond.

During this time, the tiny young were quite
vulnerable and the four parents had to work hard to keep them safe,
so telepathy gave them an advantage. It helped in detecting fish
and animals that considered the eggs or larvae a delicacy. There
was constant danger, and being telepathic did not always save them
from predators some of which were quite large. They sometimes did
not detect them until too late to save their eggs or escape.

These circumstances pushed our species to
evolve quickly to survive. They continued to lay their eggs in
water, but eventually became primarily land dwellers and increased
in size. They also became bipedal in the process. The time from egg
to a fully developed Elwist gradually lengthened over the
millennia; however, this method of egg laying and gestation remains
the same for modern Elwists.

Once mainly on land, the accelerated
evolution pushed the primitive Elwists into developing bigger
brains to go along with telepathy. This allowed them to gain an
early dominance over the other life forms on the planet. They
discovered fire and developed weapons with which to hunt and defend
themselves and their offspring.

We are peaceful today but it was not always
thus. As with all developing species, our ancestors sometimes used
their weapons against each other while fighting over resources,
such as good breeding ponds, food, territory - even the best mates.
Eventually, they learned to farm and domesticate animals, and to
build homes with artificial breeding ponds within to keep their
young safe.

As societies are inclined to do,
civilizations became more complex, and through the years our
ancestors continued to war amongst themselves. Shortly after they
advanced to the point of developing space travel, fifteen hundred
years ago someone invented a weapon so terrible that even until
this day, no one wishes to speak of it. This weapon destroyed an
entire nation, and as is the inherent danger in using such a
weapon, it could not be easily controlled so it also devastated a
large portion of the rest of the population.

It threw the world nearly back into
savagery. That was when all Elwists began being born with other
psychic abilities. The scientists have determined that the weapon
that nearly killed us caused these abilities to develop.

The people were grateful for their new
abilities and pledged to use them for the benefit of all. They
united the world and gradually rebuilt the society, and as you
know, we have never again warred amongst ourselves.

However, our people are not prolific with
children, and that it takes four individuals to procreate has
nothing to do with it.

Once, we were highly fertile but our Great
War exacted another price. The same weapon that gave us our
additional psychic capacities also cost us our ability to reproduce
as abundantly as before.

Places for breeding, our
luanna houses, came into existence
as an effort to increase the number of young. Unmated Elwists are
encouraged to attend the luanna
houses and mate with surrogates, and if their eggs are
fertilized, they can take one of several actions. The eggs can be
laid in the pond of their parents, in the pond of a sibling or a
friend in a childless mate group, or they can lay them in the
birthing pond at the luanna
house. Finally, if they want the responsibility and have
their own pond and the means, they can keep the child and raise it
themselves, though, most do not do that.

The surrogates are those who do not
wish to be parents themselves but understand the need and have the
willingness to provide children for others. They lay their eggs in
the luanna house pond, and
when the children are born from the pond, childless families adopt
and care for them. All are adopted as eggs, or while still in their
aquatic form.

Before the Great War, colonies were planted
on three worlds and though no one heard from them in the years
after the war ended, the prevailing theory was that perhaps they
remained silent because they were afraid of becoming embroiled in
the home worlds’ troubles. It was hoped they would be found
intact.

Only ruined, empty worlds remained.

In determining how the colonists perished,
it was learned that once cut off from the home world, on each
planet the people made the same, foolish mistake and engaged in war
with each other.

They destroyed themselves.

Saddened but not disheartened, our ancestors
re-colonized the three planets and went about setting up colonies
on other, uninhabited spheres, in the hopes that our people would
be invigorated in new environments. As they explored, they searched
for sentient life on their journeys, someone with whom they could,
perhaps, be friends and exchange mutually beneficial
information.

They found
worlds where the inhabitants were truly alien; non-bipeds of
different forms and minds with whom they could find no common frame
of reference. None of those particular species traveled in space,
apparently being content to live solely on their planet. They never
sought to explore other worlds and ignored all overtures toward
them, and so the explorers left them to themselves.

On other worlds, they found signs of beings
similar to us. Unfortunately, they were extinct.

In examining ruins, they discovered
societies nearly as advanced as ours at the time but in each
instance, they destroyed themselves either shortly before or
directly after leaving their planets.

This further pointed out the folly of war,
and our ancestors thanked the gods of the universe that they
learned this lesson before completely extinguishing their species.
Today, we also are thankful this was learned in time, else we would
not be here.

There are many worlds with societies just
beginning down the path to civilization, at the hunter/gatherer
stage or starting to farm and domesticate animals. A policy of
non-interference in such was implemented.

It is a policy to which we adhere, so our
explorers are ever diligent in ensuring contact is never initiated,
or when it happens accidentally, all memory of ourselves is wiped
from the affected beings, as primitive people tend to see the
Elwists as either gods or demons. To date, none of these species
have evinced any type of psychic abilities.

 



Chapter Two

Disgraced and Abandoned

 Siicanndaai felt the absence of its
shipmates almost immediately. They were a good crew and had been
friendly despite its… defect.

Of course, it had not been trying to acquire
any of them as mates. They were older and all were already
vow-mated so they had no reason to shun it. They were perhaps, it
thought, as close as it would ever get to having friends. They had
wished it good fortune with its study.

As it settled back in its chair to watch the
screen showing the encampment of the primitives, it remembered the
lecture it had heard before becoming a predult. It was one given to
all Elwists as they approached predulthood. Once it was of age,
that lecture had been instrumental in influencing it to join the
ships that went out to explore. Now, it was hoping that on this
world, it would be able to help contribute to a solution to their
fertility problems.

Siicanndaai studied the
screen. There were several imagers planted around the area so it
was getting very good graphics. The males were away hunting the
animals that were their main meat source, and most of the females
were off gathering roots and other wild, edible vegetation in the
area. Two older females had been left in camp to care for the
children and to keep the fire burning.

Siicanndaai wanted to get
an imager inside at least one of the dwellings, so it decided this
was as good a time as any to try since there were only two adults
around. It was good at camouflage and knew if it moved slowly and
carefully, it would not be seen. It did not have to go all the way
into the camp, just get close enough to telekinetically lift its
devices into place.

Four hours later, it returned to its cave,
tired but triumphant. It had made it to within several yards of the
camp and then had to wait until both adults were outside at the
same time and not looking in the direction of the dwellings. After
three hours, it lost its patience and used its water handling
ability to create a light rain over the camp, causing the fire to
begin to fizzle.

Both females ran to protect the fire,
and Siicanndaai hastily guided its tiny
imagers into the two large dwellings and got them affixed in the
tops and sides. It heard a wail just as it finished, and turned its
perception back outside in time to see that the fire had gone
completely out. The females were extremely upset about
this.

Well, stars and
dust, it thought, disgusted with itself. It had not
meant the fire to go completely out but
it was also a firestarter so it hurriedly sent a small burst of
fire into the center of the pile to get it re-kindled.

The female who was squatting beside
the fire wailing and trying to get it going again, jumped up and
danced around with glee at seeing the flames. The other female was
staring at her and the fire. Siicanndaai
could sense her puzzlement. She was curious as to how the wet
wood caught so quickly. She looked around the camp area noting how
it was only wet there, then she looked toward the area where it was
hiding.

It had smiled and thought,
Smart female! She has reasoned the wood was too
wet to burn and is trying to understand why it had.

It stood very still in the patch of trees in
which it was hiding. It sensed that if it moved, she would see it
and might set up an alarm. It was almost as though she felt it
there. She only turned away after one of the small children came
toddling up.

As soon as her attention was
diverted, Siicanndaai quickly lifted high
up into a tree, further hiding in the leaves. It breathed a sigh of
relief when the female walked back to the dwelling carrying the
child. It had waited until the other female turned her back to the
area in which it was hiding before making its way back uphill to
its cave.

It observed the group for several more days,
able to now see inside the two main dwellings. When the males
returned from their hunt two days later, it saw how they mated.
They did so frequently, and it appeared some of the males had more
than one mate.
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