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1


BILL





Bill Taggart’s hands shook as he held his wife’s coded letters. He ran a finger across his name on one of the cream envelopes, trying to remember every little detail about Isla’s handwriting. Were these written under duress?  

Laura O’Halloran, the woman who worked in the Earth Security Centre, had been given these letters. Her last admission swirled around his head: ‘The government, Bill. It’s been them all along. Deighton was responsible for Isla’s disappearance. The board members ordered her to be killed.’ 

But without a body, how could he be sure they’d carried out those orders? What if Isla was hiding out somewhere?

The ‘T’ in Taggart had its usual curlicue at the end of the horizontal line. He loved her handwriting, so feminine, almost like calligraphy. 

His stomach flipped as he turned the envelopes over in his hands. What was so important that she had to write it down? He’d thought of nothing except these letters for days now. Isla hadn’t been herself for months before her disappearance, over two years ago. Maybe the coded letters contained an explanation... So why couldn’t he open them?

Because they reminded him of his failure to protect her. 

He snatched up his mug and took three large gulps of coffee, then set it down with a sigh. He had to open them at some point.

Bill ran his fingers over the chair he sat on, covered in a cream fabric that Isla had chosen. He’d followed her all over Nottingham so she could hunt down the right shade to match the synthetic alpaca wool rug in the living room. Everything in their privately owned apartment had been chosen by her. 

His skin prickled as he looked around their shared space. This was the first time he’d been back since he was sent to Exilon 5 to head up the investigation into the Indigenes. On his return to Earth, the CEO of the World Government had ordered him to work in the International Task Office in Washington DC, closest to government offices. After two weeks and with no work, Bill was sent to the London-based ITF office. He assumed Charles Deighton had lost interest in him. 

But Bill had been back on English soil a full day now and he still hadn’t heard from his London ITF boss, Simon Shaw, as to when he might return to duty. Doing nothing was killing him; he needed to keep his mind active. He needed to know if Isla might still be out there, waiting for him to find her. The thought punched him in the gut. 

Stacks of boxes of Isla’s things sat next to the window, stuff he’d packed away in moments of anger and self pity. He hoped to have a reason to unpack them one day. The coded letters gave him hope. For now the boxes, placed four high and two wide against the blind-covered windows, served another purpose: to block any external view into the apartment. Bill stood up, collected the blanket from the back of the sofa, and pinned it to the wall. The blanket barely covered the Light Box’s virtual facade, but it would mask the view of any ITF spies clever enough to decipher the Box’s encrypted pass code.

Bill returned to the kitchen table and cleared the glass top of two burgundy placemats, a white milk jug and a matching sugar bowl. With the table clear, he sat down again and checked the boxes one final time to make sure they covered the window. 

Items in one box—some of Isla’s clothes—caught his eye. The guilt he’d felt over packing her life away bloomed fresh in his chest. Another box contained a bowl that used to sit by the front door, stuffed with dried lavender and patchouli flowers. The music function on the Light Box hadn’t been activated since she was last here—the last selection was Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons, her favourite. After her disappearance, he’d slipped back into his former isolated existence with alarming ease. Her letters had to contain a clue as to her whereabouts. The lingering smell of perfume on the envelopes gave him hope that she’d only recently written the letters.

He placed the three envelopes on the glass surface, lining the edges up against each other. 

There were no instructions with the envelopes, no order on which to open first. He pulled his DPad out of his bag and placed it beside him. Laura had not been able to identify the code used. To help decipher them, Bill had downloaded a bunch of articles on secret languages and codes from the Nottingham Central Digital Library. 

He slid his finger under the already opened flap of one of the envelopes, noting the sections where the glue felt thicker. Laura had received them, already opened, from the woman from booth sixteen, but the glue indicated that someone else had re-sealed them prior to that.

It chilled him to think about the Earth Security Centre or the World Government showing an interest in his wife’s letters. 

At least they were coded. 

Bill pulled two letters out of each of the two envelopes and a fifth letter out of the last one. He laid each one flat on the table. The fifth, solitary letter, he noticed, was not coded. Skimming the top line, he drew in a tight breath and refolded it, shoving it deep into the back pocket of his trousers. 

The four remaining letters had a number scrawled in the top right hand corner, possibly indicating the order in which they’d been written. The first letter read:

Dhtei teiao osonm dorta etire estch cehae ihaed veust

Rrone osugi bvake eebia mcipc eooeo mnnad ruati ertsn

hpytfa awieoe imodui sernbo wurteu ichuya sasloe tticlr hitole

ridngh esebee ugttne rtoude ehorid yiitks onnoin iaieanl fdmpcep

Bill pulled his DPad closer and opened the downloaded files about codes and ciphers. He worked through the files sequentially, to figure out which code Isla had used. The only one vaguely familiar to him was Morse code, something Isla had mentioned once a long time ago and which had sparked her interest in developing a secret language. He should have pushed her to share her ideas. But her back-to-back shifts as a military trainee on Exilon 5 had left her with little energy to do anything other than sleep. 

Each evening they’d chat over the Light Box. And whenever he’d asked how her day was, she always said the same thing: ‘I’ve had a dog day, Bill.’

‘Anything I can do to help?’ he’d ask.

‘Nah,’ she’d say, playing with the tags that hung around her neck. ‘All part of the job, I suppose.’

Bill opened the first file on his DPad and read about the different codes that someone might use in a message. The first code used ciphers or substitution of letters. He tried various permutations, starting with the first letter, substituting the A for C, B for D, C for E, and so on. When the first word made little sense, he increased the distance of the substitution, until the A became Z, B became A, and C became B. But the first sentence still made no sense, and after an hour wasted he finally discounted that method.

Bill scrubbed his head as he stared at the letters. Ciphers were too obvious a choice. Presuming the letters had originated from inside the ESC, where the woman from booth sixteen had discovered them, then someone would have tried to read them. But Bill believed their continued existence meant the gibberish had been too complex to decipher. Isla would have used something other than ciphers to code these. Not only was she trained military, but her father, a military man with an obsession for security, would have taught her a few things beyond the standard textbook regime.

Bill considered using a substitution cipher wheel, the next topic mentioned in the first document he had downloaded, but he had no clue on what key to use with the algorithm. He opened the library icon and poised his finger over the library avatar. With one touch, he could engage with the avatar, ask about the most likely algorithms that someone might use. But his hesitation grew when he remembered all avatars recorded their conversations and requests. He didn’t want to give the World Government a heads up that he had the letters. Pinning the section, he moved on. If no other methods worked, he would try the wheel last.

Next was a document on Pig Latin, where the first consonant of a word is moved to the back and the letters ‘ay’ tagged to the end. But Isla’s text didn’t fit at all—there were no ‘ay’s anywhere in her letters.

The third section discussed transposed cyphertext, but both the sender and receiver had to know the algorithm or method to unlock the code. He couldn’t think of anything Isla might have said or left behind that would enable him to decipher it.

Bill scrubbed his head again. 

What are you trying to tell me, Isla? 

He fought the urge to work through the problem out loud. While he’d somehow kept his Nottingham apartment off the grid, the ITF had ways of worming their way into his life. He would do another sweep for any listening bugs later, but his priority now was to keep the content of Isla’s letters a secret.

Bill stood and looked down to the street below. It was around this time that the beggars changed shifts. He watched as those off the clock walked towards the bullet train station while new ones wrapped themselves in the filthy blankets left behind. Passersby ignored the beggars sat cross-legged and shivering in the bone-chilling air on Nottingham’s cold streets. Few people cared for the less fortunate. With the conditions that prevailed on Earth, everyone was in more or less in the same situation. 

One of the street beggars removed something from his pocket. Bill pulled a pair of magnification glasses out of his bag and zoomed in. He saw the beggar talking into a communication device. 

He shook his head and smiled. One of Deighton’s men, presumably, reporting back to base that their unpredictable investigator was still in his apartment. He closed the blinds and rearranged the boxes. Something else caught his attention and he went rigid. 

Shit. 

Isla had left him a clue, several to be exact, but he hadn’t had the motivation—or letters—before now to connect the dots.

Numbers. That had to be it. It was the perfect algorithm. 

‘I’ve had a dog day,’ she used to say. She hadn’t been looking for sympathy. She’d been trying to tell him something.

Bill ran to the bedroom and jerked the wardrobe door open. The door creaked as he pulled his old leather suitcase out and flung it on the bed. 

His adrenaline-charged hands fumbled with the code that kept the old-style metal clasps in place. He punched in a number. The panel flashed red and he cursed. On the third try, it opened. Bill yanked the suitcase apart and turned it upside down. Everything he owned that mattered to him fell out onto the bed. He ran his hand along the smooth base of the suitcase until he heard a click. The false panel came away in his hand and he tossed it onto the floor. Among the hidden items were Isla’s dog tags, the ones she’d been given when she first transferred to Exilon 5. The ones she had conveniently forgotten to take with her on her last trip.

He ran his finger over the indented metal tag, over Isla’s name, but more important over the nine-digit number allocated to her:

8 9 6 7 3 4 5 1 2

Bill clutched the dog tags so tight, the metal bit into his skin. He returned to the kitchen table and grabbed the first letter. He thought about keying the information into his DPad; it would be faster. Instead, he flipped over one of the other letters, fished a pen out of one of Isla’s boxes, and scribbled the numbers down on the back. He took the first line of text from letter one:

Dhtei teiao osonm dorta etire estch cehae ihaed veust

He listed each word into columns, as the article on transposed cyphertext had suggested.

D T O D E E C I V

H E S O T S E H E

T I O R I T H A U

E A N T R C A E S

I O M A E H E D T

Then he placed Isla’s dog tag number on the top row above each letter and rearranged them in numerical order. Suddenly words appeared.

I V E C O D E D T

H E S E S O T H E

A U T H O R I T I

E S C A N T R E A

D T H E M A E I O

He shook his head and smiled. ‘Isla, you crafty girl.’ As fast as he could, he applied the code to the rest of the text until he had deciphered the first letter:

I’ve coded these so the authorities can’t read them. Remember our conversation about speaking in code? I came up with this. Sorry I couldn’t tell you before. If you’re reading these, I’m in too deep to turn back. Indigenes need help.

Bill’s nerves jangled as he applied the same method to the three remaining letters. He read them several times.

CD has asked DG to spy on me. They’ve already searched my locker at work, probably looking for these. I’ve hidden them away, but if they get their hands on them, they should be meaningless. I have a contact on E5. He’s more open to change, I think.

We were ordered to flush the Indigenes out of their hiding place and into the open. The government wants us to capture one, so they can study it in greater detail. You need to tell the Indigenes this. I never had a chance to. They pulled me off the case before I could. Trust your instincts, Bill. You were always good at that.

The military are playing games with me, probably at CD’s request. I don’t know how much longer I will last here. They have created individual files on each of the Indigenes, the ones who’ve surfaced in the last year. They seem most interested in the younger ones, the newest generation. You have to warn the Indigenes. Nothing else matters. Remember I love you.

Bill tossed the letters onto the table and sat down hard on the chair. 

Remember I love you. It sounded too much like she was saying goodbye. 

He pulled at his grey speckled hair, ignoring the pricks of pain. Hours passed in this way. To him, it felt like seconds.
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STEPHEN





May 2163:  Stephen barely made it back to District Three in one piece.

His filtration device had stopped working and he’d almost suffocated on the last leg of the journey. But he made it to safety only to find Elise, Pierre and Leon waiting for him. Anton had not returned.

‘Don’t worry,’ Elise said. ‘We’ll figure something out. At least you’re home and safe.’

‘I wish it were that simple. We’ve got bigger problems.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Pierre.

Leon peppered him with questions. What happened to you both? Where is my son?

Stephen waved his attention away. It was too much and he was exhausted. Elise, the empath, appeared to pick up on his mood. 

Let him rest, she said to Leon. We can all talk later.

Grateful for her intervention, Stephen shuffled to his quarters alone and was out like a light the second his head hit the pillow.

Sleep was fleeting; his guilt kept him awake for most of the night. Strange dreams had plagued him on board the passenger ship. Alone in his quarters now, the dreams wormed their way into the quieter moments. 

They were no different to other dreams he’d had before. But on the passenger ship, when they’d become strange and confusing, he’d accepted them to be a manifestation of his guilt over leaving Anton behind.

But home safe and the dreams would not go away. Always set inside the same room; always followed by a strong sense of loss. Even familiar surroundings couldn’t shake the dreams loose. A deep ache built up in his head as the thoughts, the ideas, invaded his solitude. With a shake, he attempted to knock the dreams loose. 

A piercing pain hit him suddenly and forced his eyes open. Panting, Stephen assessed his surroundings with wild eyes. When the familiar sight of his quarters came into focus, he drew in several deep breaths. The pain in his head lingered; he broke it up into smaller, more manageable parts and dispersed it to other areas of his body. His arms and torso stung as they received the pain. 

To dream was normal. To have the same dream each time was not. With the pain gone, Stephen tried to remember details of the room he’d seen many times. Large shards of rock were piled up around him. 

Should he know this place?

He’d tried to leave the room, but each time something trapped him and left him unable to move. Was this a telepathic link to Anton—the trapped feeling somehow representing Anton’s inability to leave? The scientist within him disregarded the idea; the link would sever over such a vast distance. 

Stephen knew of no Indigenes with the ability to control dreams. Yet his own failure to control his left him feeling bitter and uneasy. He could always find an explanation for everything. Maybe some external force was trying to control him?

Okay, now he was losing it.

The dream room, picked clean of any identifiable markers, continued to taunt him. He summoned the image once more, in an attempt to identify its location again. Frustration gnawed at his sanity.

Maybe he should open up his mind the next time he had the dream. If he were relaxed, perhaps he might see something new in the room. The dreams had a haunting quality to them, as though he shared a connection with them. 

Stephen turned onto his side and contemplated some of the more ridiculous non-scientific explanations. Were the dreams foretelling his future, warning him about something he could alter? He closed his eyes and tried to squeeze more information from the images. A burst of pain spread through his head. 

Stephen huffed out a breath and sat up. This was a waste of time. He had to change tack. Finding a practical way to rescue Anton was all that mattered now. He couldn’t put off the discussion any longer. It was time to tell the elders and Leon exactly what had happened on Earth. They’d know what to do. 

Stephen got to his feet and walked to the door. His hand grazed the handle just as a strange energy shifted inside him. It wasn’t for the first time, either. He’d felt it on board the ship, but the feeling had been more subtle back then. 

He jerked the door open to find Pierre on the other side, his fist raised as if he’d been about to knock. 

In the elder’s presence, the energy inside him stirred again.




      [image: image-placeholder]Stephen followed a fast-moving Pierre through the rough hewn tunnels of the district. His bare feet glided over the uneven ground. They arrived at Council Chambers to find Elise and Leon waiting for them inside. He followed Pierre into the soundproofed chamber space that in the past had given him peace and quiet. A large bookcase dividing the room contained books about Indigene history, and more interesting ones from the surface about human history. Tucked behind the bookshelf, a single mattress lay on the floor. Pierre often used the space when he needed to think; sometimes he slept there. 

The nervous energy from the others fuelled Stephen’s growing anxiety. Only Leon, Pierre and Elise had been present when they’d made the decision for Stephen and Anton to travel to Earth. The representatives—included on all matters of importance—had not been told of their plans. Stephen recounted details of his difficult journey for the trio. He sensed Leon’s eagerness to ask about Anton, but to his relief, Leon didn’t interrupt him.

As he told his story—the fight to get out of the docking station, the hijacked space craft, his encounter with Bill and Laura—the events leading to Anton’s fate became clear to the others. Stephen recounted the information from Laura about the Indigene’s creation, the genetic experiments to create their race and the World Government’s earliest plans to destroy them that correlated with the explosions thirty years earlier. Pierre nodded as if this was expected news, but Elise looked worried. Stephen didn’t blame her.

Leon’s mood, already dark and expectant, didn’t change when Stephen mentioned Anton’s capture. Stephen made sure to highlight Anton’s role in helping him to escape.

If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t even be here, said Stephen telepathically. His head pounded.

It’s obvious what we need to do, said Leon. We must devise a rescue plan.

Pierre agreed. Elise was quieter than usual. 

Their behaviour is predictable, Elise, said Pierre. This is a good thing. He turned to Stephen. Have you any idea where they’ve taken Anton?

No, but the humans I made contact with have promised to investigate his whereabouts. The pain in his head grew; Stephen switched to his voice. ‘I gave Bill Taggart a communication stone so we can keep in touch.’

Pierre’s shoulders relaxed; Stephen sensed the elder’s desire to fight lessen.

The same could not be said for Elise. ‘Was that wise?’ she said. ‘We have no guarantee they’ll cooperate. Their race is untrustworthy. They might be playing you.’

‘I trust them, Elise,’ said Stephen.

Pierre turned to his wife. ‘So do I. And for a while, I thought you did too.’

‘That was before Anton was captured.’ She glared at Stephen. ‘Why did you give them a stone? It will lead them straight to us if they figure out how to use it properly.’

A force burrowed deep into Stephen’s mind. He resisted Elise’s attempts to access his private thoughts. ‘Stop! If you want to know something, then ask me. Don’t pry.’

Elise backed off. ‘I’m sorry. It’s what I do.’

He shook off the lingering effects of her skill. ‘I had no option but to trust them. They know as much about us as we do. We need them as allies. We must gather as much information about their government’s next move. Bill and Laura took a huge risk by making contact with me.’

The intensity of Elise’s gaze didn’t lessen, forcing Stephen to look elsewhere. He erected a new barrier in his mind.

‘What was it like, the human’s planet called Earth?’ said Pierre.

Human. A name that had once applied to the Indigenes, but not used for centuries. Or so he’d thought. 

‘Strange, oppressive, overcrowded. Other than the constructions above ground, different to this planet. The humans think of Exilon 5 as their new home. They need it to ensure their survival. The air on Earth has changed so much that they require masks and oxygen to breathe. It’s what’s driving their ambitions to relocate here. I’m concerned they’ll do just about anything to get what they want.’

‘Desperation leads us to do funny things,’ said Elise.

Pierre placed a hand on his wife’s shoulder. She shrugged it off. ‘What about co-existence? Do you think there’s a possibility this could all end peacefully?’

‘It’s too early to tell.’ Stephen sighed. ‘Officially, we don’t exist, and their government hasn’t told the rest of the population about us. My sense is they have no desire to educate them; I’m sure we would be difficult to explain. It would disrupt their society too much.’

Leon stepped forward, his pain evident. ‘How many of them did you encounter? Was my son hurt in the struggle?’ 

‘Not many and no, he wasn’t hurt. I don’t think they’ll harm him.’ Truth was Stephen had no idea if Anton was alive or dead—or what the humans might do to him.

Seeing Leon’s brighter expression released some of his guilt. He continued, ‘Hundreds of thousands of humans litter their streets, and even more cross the land in their automated vehicles; far more than I had expected.’

‘What makes you so sure you can trust the pair you spoke to?’ said Elise.

Stephen reinforced the barrier in his mind. He felt the elder probing for a weak point. ‘I trust them as I trusted the child, Ben Watson. It’s a feeling, a sense that there’s more depth to some of these humans.’

Elise turned away from the group. ‘I never should have listened to you, Pierre—or to her for that matter. Just look at the trouble we’re in now.’

‘Elise, please,’ said Pierre. ‘We had no choice. I trusted my instincts when we met with Isla. I thought you did too.’ 

Elise turned back, her lips pinched in disagreement. 

Isla? Was that the name Bill Taggart had mentioned? Stephen’s head throbbed too much now. He would ask Pierre about it later.

Pierre asked, ‘Is it possible the two humans could be wrong about what they’ve found?’

‘A possibility,’ said Stephen. ‘But I didn’t sense any deception. They believed the story. Bill Taggart appeared genuinely surprised at the revelation.’

Leon frowned at the elder. ‘Are you suggesting they made it all up?’ 

‘Not them, exactly,’ said Pierre. ‘But what if their government knew we were coming and planted the story with the two humans? Was it coincidence that Anton was discovered but not Stephen? They had two weeks to prepare for Stephen and Anton’s arrival. We’ve no idea how long they knew about Anton’s false identity.’

‘So you think they hoped that Stephen would return and spread the rumour? For what reason?’

‘To create mass panic? To set us up somehow?’ Pierre sighed. He looked every day of his one hundred and twenty years. ‘It’s just a theory. The stories may be true but I was warned something like this might happen, and not to trust everything we hear. We need to consider all possibilities.’

‘Warned by whom? By that woman?’ said Elise.

Pierre shook his head. ‘It’s of no concern. Let’s focus on the matters at hand.’

Stephen sensed there was more to this story. 

What now? Do we tell the representatives? asked Leon. A shiver down Stephen’s back issued a warning. That was how fear from others emitted through the link of telepathy.

I don’t know, said Pierre. What exactly would it achieve?

‘Don’t tell them anything,’ suggested Stephen. ‘The last thing we need is to be at each other’s throats. Our best chance is to stick together—to work together.’

‘I agree,’ said Leon. ‘We shouldn’t tell them until we can validate the story. We need to focus our efforts on a rescue attempt.’

‘And Anton?’ Elise asked. ‘They’re going to notice his absence soon.’ 

‘She’s right,’ said Stephen. ‘We need to tell them something.’

‘Then we say he died in a hunting accident,’ said Pierre.

Leon scoffed. ‘They’ll find that hard to believe that lie. He’s a skilled hunter.’

I don’t care what they believe. I am an elder, and what I say goes.

Do you have any better suggestions, Leon? asked Elise.

Leon shook his head and looked away. 

Then that is the story. It’s all we can say right now.
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ELISE





Elise excused herself when Pierre, Leon and Stephen began to discuss a rescue plan. She headed to the private dwelling she shared with Pierre in the eastern section of District Three. She bounded up the uneven steps to the top of a large circular area containing accommodation set out on three levels, and opened the only door on that level. 

Inside she lay down on her thin mattress, stuffed with dried moss, and soft materials the humans had discarded on the surface. The coolness of the stone floor seeped through and chilled her skin. She didn’t mind the refreshing cold, but today it provided her with little comfort. The double room felt too small and too tight. The smooth omicron walls around her shuddered, as though it mirrored the stress she felt. It upset her to learn that Anton had not made it home, but news of the Indigene’s true beginning in life worried her more.

She turned onto her side and faced the wall, sinking into the soft mattress and tucking her arms beneath her. Everything had unravelled the moment she and Pierre had met with that woman, Isla Taggart. She had warned Pierre over her government’s behaviour. Isla hadn’t mentioned details of any experiments, but Stephen had discovered so much more with little effort. 

Why had it been so easy for him and not her? She wasn’t sure which frightened her more: that the news was real, or that Pierre believed this potentially fake story. Should Isla ever have been trusted?

Regardless, the Indigenes had two choices: do nothing, or fight back. The latter risked revealing both their secret location and the depth of how far their enhanced abilities went.

She shifted onto her back when her mood grew more sombre. Her stomach rumbled low and long, reminding her of how little she’d eaten since Stephen had arrived home. Someone stopped outside her door. A shadow cast through the narrow gap at the base. It was Pierre; she recognised those ordered thoughts anywhere. She sensed his hesitation. Then the shadow vanished from underneath the door. 

Grateful to escape another of his lectures, Elise curled onto her side. 

The news of the planted origin story invaded her thoughts once more. Why had the humans captured Anton? What did they want from him?

She shook the bunch of lies from her mind, aimed at driving a wedge between the two races. But her heart thrummed at the feeling there was more to the story. Elise stroked her cool arm, wondering how different her skin would feel if she were human. 

The thought shot her upright. She was Indigene, not human. Their race was unique.

Yet something nagged at her.

The Indigenes differed from the ordinary humans too much for the news to be true. New and better skills were emerging in their most recent generation: Stephen’s unmatched speed; Anton’s ability to see inside the humans’ inventions. But what if they really had descended from the human bloodline? How much did the humans already know about their younger generation?

Anton’s capture concerned her. What could his captors learn about his abilities, their history and location? No matter the truth, Anton must resist all attempts to break him. She only wished Pierre had included the other districts in this situation. Maybe they could help.

Elise sighed and leaned against the wall. Her stubborn husband would rather go it alone than to ask anyone for help. She and Pierre may be the most senior of all the elders presiding over other districts, but that did not give him or District Three the right to decide on matters for all.

A different, soothing vibration passed from the wall to her back. She closed her eyes, allowing the steady thrum to calm her erratic thoughts. With her next sigh, the stress melted away. 

Sometimes the district—the rock—knew exactly what she needed.




      [image: image-placeholder]Elise awoke with a start. She licked her dry lips as she looked around her quarters. She didn’t even remember falling asleep. Her unsettled thoughts had woken her. 

‘Calm down.’ 

She twisted her hands to control the erratic moods that had marked these past few weeks. It wasn’t just Anton’s capture that had unsettled her. No, she had another problem.

A change was happening inside her, pushing her abilities beyond that of an empath. Sensing an Indigene’s mood was what empaths did. That and her ability to calm a room when the situation called for it. Seeing and predicting an emotion? Well, that was new. 

Without effort, she could now see the trigger that elicited an emotional response in other Indigenes, like a flash of light. She’d tried to speak to Pierre about her evolving skill. But instead of offering her support and compassion, he’d been rational, logical. 

Cold. 

‘Your overwhelming compassion for others, it clouds your judgement,’ he’d said. ‘You do this. You sacrifice your own well-being for their comfort.’

‘This is different,’ Elise had argued. ‘It feels as if I’m gaining a deeper understanding of how my gift works.’

But Pierre hadn’t been convinced. Nor did he really understand her connection with others’ emotions. He’d always preferred logic and science to feelings. The changes terrified her, because they had nothing to do with compassion. If she relaxed her mind enough, she could sense new neural pathways developing in her brain where they hadn’t existed before.

Somehow, her empathic abilities were changing.

‘Everything can be explained, Elise.’ That was Pierre’s answer to any problem he couldn’t understand. 

Maybe he was right. But how could she prove it? Only hard evidence would convince Pierre that her abilities had altered. Her concern doubled as she thought of Anton. If her skills were evolving as a free Indigene, how were his abilities manifesting in captivity?

She touched the smooth, translucent skin on her arm and head that defined her race. After locating to the tunnels from the surface, the Indigenes had experienced their first transformation. Many had lost the physical features that had defined them, the changes occurring because of a genetic mutation in their cells. The Indigenes no longer needed hair to protect them from the sun, or melanin in their skin to act as a barrier against the elements. Their bodies had fully adapted to a light-starved environment. In one of Elise’s stranger dreams, she’d dreamt of having curly hair. But in reality her hair had never grown past stubble. She lost it all shortly after the relocation.

How the Indigenes differed from each other physically was in height and body type. Elise was shorter than Pierre but lean and strong, in contrast to his more muscular appearance. According to their historical records, which dated back ten thousand years, the Indigenes could live to one hundred and ninety years of age. Their cell structure could regenerate and would keep them strong for as long as they lived. Their DNA contained a self-destruct code that would switch off the cell’s ability to regenerate. When they wished to move beyond the physical plain, the code would terminate the cells like an aggressive cancer.

But to the Indigenes, their bodies were just vessels. Through telepathy, they all shared a deeper connection. They believed their souls would be reborn in others of their species. It was what Elise had believed—until she’d heard Stephen’s report from Earth.

How could the Indigenes have begun life in a different way? Was the self-destruct code a human design implanted in their creation? Surely not. Yet, Elise had not witnessed an Indigene death; she only assumed she had. And when she gave it more thought, perhaps all she’d ever done was read about it in one of their history books. 

The air in the room grew tight and forced her to her feet. She abandoned the solitude of her private quarters. 

Elise grazed her fingers along surface of the tunnels that connected to all areas in the district. A strip of low lighting along the base of the tunnel walls guided each step she took. The floor had a slight uneven tilt, designed to unsettle unwelcome visitors. But the floor posed no difficulty to her. She often walked the tunnels for hours in search of company. The time she spent with others recharged her, unlike Pierre who preferred to be alone. She enjoyed participating in social activities, but lately Elise had been using them as an excuse to understand her changes better.

She tuned in to the conversations around her as she walked. Some Indigenes spoke quickly and quietly, while others spoke telepathically to each other. There was a different sound associated with silent conversations, a medium-pitched tone that calmed her. She focused on the tone and listened to some exchanges, switching off when she heard something private.

The tunnel ended and the Central Core began, a large space used for various purposes. Elise had set up educational workshops here to teach the young Evolvers about Indigene history and how the Central Council had come into existence. At one end were several alcoves. Symbols marked the back wall of each alcove to indicate the lesson: hunting practices; different rocks (insignia, gamma, omicron and omega); skills training—telepathy, speed, empathy, or learning how to heighten the senses yet to unfold. Underneath the symbols, the Evolvers had used a mixture of powdered rock and water to draw on the wall. Elise studied the handful of drawings—numbering too few in her opinion. Some adults, who’d survived the original blast on the surface thirty years ago, had chosen not to reproduce.

Elise passed by one alcove to see Arianna, a friend of Stephen and Anton’s, inside. She was teaching a group of young Evolvers about life above ground and safe hunting practices. Elise had pushed for this class after the capture and murder of one of their Evolvers a year ago. Arianna’s mother had died during a futile attempt by some independents to resurface. Other females had cared for Arianna after her mother’s death, but Elise had always felt a strong connection to her. Like her, Arianna was an empath.

When Arianna spotted her she left her class. Elise tensed up as she approached her.

‘Elder, did you want to join us?’ said Arianna. Some Indigenes preferred to use their voices over telepathy.

‘Not today. I have other things I must tend to.’ Elise turned to go but Arianna’s hand on her arm stopped her. Dizziness hit her. She reclaimed her arm and the dizzy spell passed.

‘I have something I wish to ask you.’ 

‘What is it, child?’ 

‘Where’s Anton?’ 

Her question set Elise’s heart to pound. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘I know something’s wrong. I saw Stephen racing through the tunnels earlier and he wouldn’t speak to me.’

‘I...’—Elise worked hard to regain her composure—‘There’s nothing you or anyone else needs to worry about.’

‘I’m a strong empath, elder. With great respect, I can sense you aren’t being truthful with me.’

She couldn’t talk about it. Not yet. 

Elise walked away, glancing back. ‘I must be somewhere but there’s nothing to be concerned about, I promise.’ 

She twisted her hands together as she passed by another alcove. A lone female was teaching Evolvers about the scientific properties of the different rocks that made up their district. One day they would harness the power for themselves. 

Elise stopped to listen to the class.

‘The Indigenes have learned how to work with the planet. The rocks on Exilon 5 possess a power that works with our physiology. You too will learn how to utilise that power. We created the tranquillity caves to tap into the gamma rock’s amplification properties and bolster the power of the Nexus. We not only use the Nexus to draw power from each other and to heal but to communicate in a way that is impossible in this physical terrain.’

Yes, the Indigenes were destined for greater things. Elise had seen new changes within Stephen. A quick peek into his mind had revealed his fragility—natural, given the stress he’d been under—but also a separate set of conflicting emotions. She appeared to be the only one sensitive to Stephen’s inner fight against them. She had managed to access the part of his mind troubling him right before he’d blocked her.

Stephen’s mind was in the early stages of transformation. His neural pathways had altered; he was a changed Indigene to the one who’d left here two weeks ago. 

A dangerous idea struck her as she stood by the entrance to the alcove. Transformation or adaptation rarely happened without a threat to survival. Fear usually triggered a threat. No matter how scared Stephen felt, Anton must be going through a worse hell. Her fear doubled as she worried that Anton’s heightened fear could awaken a new skill he didn’t know existed.

The tutor’s words blurred into white noise, and Elise’s mind wandered again. An image of a female superimposed over the students’ solid forms snapped her back to reality. The woman, with pale freckled skin and shoulder-length auburn hair, stared at her. She wore a white blouse tucked into the waistband of a pair of black trousers.

Elise jolted from what must be a hallucination. Yet the apparition walking towards her looked so real. It forced her to step back.

‘Elizabeth! Elizabeth! Are you listening to me?’ said the woman.

Air rushed out of Elise’s parted mouth when the apparition touched her. Warmth spread to Elise’s skin and she jerked her arm away.

‘Elizabeth, dear—it’s me. Where are you going at this hour? It’s so late,’ said the female.

‘What do you want?’ hissed Elise. The woman continued to speak but Elise could no longer hear her.

‘Elise? Elder, are you okay?’ Another voice came through strong and clear just as the image vanished.

Arianna stepped into her line of sight. Elise shook her head. ‘What happened?’

‘I’ve been calling you,’ said Arianna. ‘The young are asking for one of your stories. You seem upset. Are you okay?’

Elise forced a smile. ‘Yes, yes. I just zoned out for a minute. I’m fine.’ 

She followed Arianna back to her alcove and sat cross-legged on the floor, while the young Evolvers gathered around her. She started with one of her popular stories, about the early hunting practices of the Indigenes. 

The image of the woman refused to go away.

No. I am not fine.
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