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Silence reigned within the Great Hall housing the Council Chamber on the moon-planet Tandalar. Only four Bwatami were within, and of those four only Vartuse stood, too tense to sit down as he watched from the elevated visitor’s section of the Great Hall. Ladu, Pulay and Mitak sat quietly.  

The four had already discussed in detail their strategy for today. No mention would be made of the goddess. Indeed, the ‘lunch’ they had shared with her during their adventures on the higher dimensional planets seemed more and more like a receding dream, so how could they expect the Council to take it seriously? 

Vartuse thought back on their experiences in the giant cavern on Earth and of the mysterious Crystal statues. Not just statues but Living Crystal through which he and some of the others, human and Bwatami, had traveled to higher dimensional planets. Stories of these adventures alone would be enough to scintillate the minds of the Council as well as the general populace of Tandalar. But even these stories had to be handled carefully. In the current environment of restlessness and the search for new, transformative experience, much of the population of Tandalar was grasping at anything that suggested even a hint of newness. And the last thing Vartuse and his three comrades needed right now was a mass of Bwatami descending on Earth in pursuit of ‘higher’ experiences. That would create swift tragedy for humans and Bwatami. 

The only way to prevent this was for all four of them to focus solely on Ladu and Pulay’s ‘merging’ with the higher dimension avatar Earth when they addressed the Council later.  There had to be good reason for the Standing Crystal sending them there, and for their subsequent ‘merging’ experience, an experience that might easily relate to the crisis on Tandalar. For the masses of Bwatami on Tandalar, learning to merge their consciousness with their own planet could bring the spiritual epiphany they were searching for. 

So it was with grand hopes in their hearts that they faced the gathering assembly of Councilors filing into the hall from the numerous entrances. Time passed quickly and soon the hall was filled. Silence slowly settled in again, and in that elegant stillness a single voice suddenly filled the vast chamber with an age-old chant. Soon the chamber was vibrating with the sound of many hundreds of voices taking up the chant, a singing that cleansed them of discord and was often used to prepare for entering into the mass sharing of consciousness called Union.  

This time, however, they did not enter Union. The chanting ended as abruptly as it had started, and all eyes turned with quickening interest toward the four visitors.

‘You have news,’ said the Council Speaker.

‘Our research has finally borne fruit,’ said Ladu.

‘Of what nature?’ said the Council Speaker.

‘That which we seek lies beneath our feet,’ said Ladu.

Eyes darkened in puzzlement across the Council Chamber.

‘Tandalar, the planet we live on, is not only filled with life,’ said Ladu. ‘From our experiences on Earth, we can say with certainty that Tandalar is alive.’

‘In what way?’ said a disembodied voice from among the throng of Councilors. 

‘It feels in its own way the urge toward evolution,’ said Ladu.

‘When you say Tandalar feels, you mean in a sentient way; an awareness?’ said another Councilor.

‘Yes, but its focus is on energies like itself. Tandalar, like ourselves is anthropocentric, it sees its own world, not ours,’ said Ladu.

‘Then it’s not aware of us?’ 

‘Aware, yes, but not as sentient beings with hopes and dreams, and lives that come and go in a blink of a planet’s eye,’ said Ladu.

‘Then what is Tandalar aware of?’ 

‘Until we merge with it, we can only guess,’ said Ladu.

‘Then guess,’ said the Council Speaker.

Ladu hesitated.

‘We ask that you understand... our assumptions are based on our experiences on Earth,’ said Ladu.

‘Of course,’ said the Speaker.

‘If I were Tandalar,’ said Ladu, ‘I would see us as an extension of my own energy, like all the other life energies on my surface.’

‘So we and all life on its surface are a small part of Tandalar...and its evolution,’ said another Councilor. 

‘Yes,’ said Ladu.

‘Our role in Tandalar’s evolution could not be very important then,’ said a Councilor.

‘All awareness, all energies in close proximity have an effect on each other,’ said Ladu. ‘As our own sentience becomes more powerful, it would increasingly penetrate the awareness of Tandalar.’

‘And you think our present level of sentience is high enough to communicate with Tandalar’s awareness, whatever level it’s on?’ said a councilor.

‘With time and a good strategy, I’m sure we can,’ said Ladu.

‘And that will bring the spiritual and metaphysic expansion all Tandalar is seeking,’ said Pulay 

‘Yes, but the point is we’re seeking that expansion right now, and such an evolutionary process could take eons of time,’ said a Councilor.

‘Not if we enter Tandalar the same way we entered into Union with an avatar Earth,’ said Ladu.

A muttering of incredulity swept through the chamber.

‘An avatar Earth? The Earth with this backward, querulous civilization is an avatar sentient planet?’ said a familiar voice.

Ladu looked at Hodin, a face he knew well from the last time he had stood in front of this Council. Hodin’s opposition to the Earth expedition had been a constant source of dispute within these chambers, with Ladu often at the center.

‘If Earth is an avatar planet,’ said another councilor, ‘why hasn’t this avatar consciousness transformed Earth’s races?’

‘The human race doesn’t live on the avatar planet. It lives on an Earth ravaged by the human race’s level of consciousness,’ said.

‘Then where is this avatar Earth?’ said Hodin.

‘On a higher dimension of the same space/time,’ said Ladu.

A murmur swept across the chamber only to be silenced by the gentle voice of an older female.

‘And how were you able to go to this higher dimension?’

‘Through one of the Crystals, Chardun,’ said Ladu.

‘How?’

‘A certain type of meditation activates the standing Crystals,’ said Ladu. ‘Or at least allows them to access us.’

‘What kind of meditation?’ said Chardun.

‘The humans call it ‘tree’ meditation,’ said Ladu. 

‘You meditate on a tree?’ said a Councilor.

‘On the nature of a tree,’ said Ladu, ‘a nature filled with perfect patience, and by attaining that same awareness of perfect patience, quietness fills us.’

‘And within that quietness the Crystal is able to grasp our nature and transform it,’ said Pulay. 

‘Transform you into what?’ said Chardun.

‘Into bodies and minds that can exist and experience on higher levels of consciousness,’ said Pulay. 

‘This ‘tree’ meditation sounds like the same meditation we use to enter Union,’ said a Councilor. 

‘The tree meditation retains volition. Union does not,’ said Ladu.

‘And what did you find,’ said Chardun, ‘on these higher levels of consciousness you experienced?’ 

‘We found ourselves floating above an Earth untouched by Earth’s present races,’ said Ladu.

‘How do you know it was Earth?’ said a Councilor. ‘Maybe it was another planet.’

‘We didn’t know at first,’ said Ladu. ‘It was later when we merged with it that we became certain of that.’

‘And that was when you realized you were on a higher dimension?’ said Hodin.

‘From the very beginning we knew that,’ said Ladu. ‘Our bodies were made of light, and we floated and flew freely, just through willing it.’

‘So, we need the Crystals to transform us to this lighter version of ourselves,’ said Hodin.

‘No,’ said Pulay, ‘the Crystals are like teachers who show us what we can do.’

‘And the knowledge we gain from them is the seed that will help us grow into beings of light,’ said Vartuse.

‘And you’ve brought some of this seed knowledge back with you,’ said Hodin.

‘Yes, in the form of experience. We now know what we can do,’ said Pulay.

‘So, with this seed knowledge, we can grow into beings of light on our own,’ said a Councilor, ‘and travel to these higher dimensions at will?’

‘In order to stay on an elevated level of consciousness we must do it on our own,’ said Ladu.

‘Then...if we can do it on our own, why do we need to merge with our planet?’

‘Two reasons,’ said Ladu. ‘First, planetary consciousness is very different from ours and experiencing it would expand our own consciousness.’

‘And the second?’ said a voice from the chamber.

‘As I said before all energies, all awareness has an effect on those in close proximity. For us to try to achieve the higher states and not take the planet with us...,’ said Ladu.

‘The lower sentient nature of our planet would have a dragging effect on our consciousness, the wider the disparity, the more powerful the effect,’ said Mitak.

‘But it can work the other way as well,’ said Vartuse. ‘Increasing sentience from either side, Bwatami or planetary, will urge the other to higher states of awareness.’

‘Perhaps you should tell the Council everything that happened,’ said Chardun, ‘from the beginning.

Ladu looked at Pulay.

‘After becoming beings of light, the humans flew off to explore the planet,’ said Pulay, ‘but Ladu and I just continued our tree meditation.’

‘And slowly began merging with the ‘awareness’ of the planet and everything on it,’ said Ladu. 

‘A natural happening? You did nothing to facilitate it?’ said Chardun.

‘Very natural. We just slowly became more and more aware of what the planet felt, until finally we lost awareness of ourselves and totally merged with the planet,’ said Ladu.

‘But the important happening came later when the humans joined us,’ said Pulay. ‘Apparently our combined energies gave the planet a quantum boost in energy and awareness.’

‘Only four beings were able to affect an entire planet?’ said Hodin. ‘How do you know this energy was from you and not some other source?’

‘Because the planet began pouring love toward each of us individually,’ said Pulay.

‘Not only that,’ said Ladu, ‘as a part of that planetary consciousness we suddenly began recognizing other planets and stars as brethren...in a very intimate way.’

‘Maybe the planet was just ignoring you before that, and then through some sudden ill-conceived sense of compassion, decided to recognize your existence,’ said Hodin.

‘We were in Union with the planet, Hodin,’ said Vartuse. ‘There were no secrets.’

‘And you think we can achieve this kind of Union with Tandalar through your tree meditation?’ said Hodin.

‘The tree meditation and time,’ said Pulay. ‘It will be a learning process for both our race and our planet to slowly merge with each other.’

‘But once we do,’ said Ladu, ‘we might find ourselves soaring across the universe in a spaceship called Tandalar, driven by the energy of our own combined consciousness.’

There was quiet in the great hall for a full ten seconds, but then an old voice eased its way into the silence.

‘Grand words, Ladu. Truly a vision worth pursuing, but how long do you think this amazing transformation will take our race and its planet?’ 

‘Or this planet and its race,’ said Pulay, ‘and it depends on how much we try, and how many try.’

‘So, it must be a united effort,’ said Hodin. 

‘The more united, the sooner our success,’ said Pulay.

‘What about those who have other ideas on how to expand our consciousness?’ said Hodin. ‘Are we to become a dictatorship and tell them to forget their ideas?’

‘This cannot be dictated, Hodin,’ said Pulay. ‘It must be entered into with one’s total being.’

‘So, the divisions in our society on how to ‘solve’ the current dilemma will continue,’ said Hodin.

‘I hope all can embrace this new discovery,’ said Ladu, ‘but it wouldn’t surprise me if a few did not.’

‘Then the question becomes, will it work if only part of our race enters into it, even with their total being,’ said Hodin.

‘It worked with only five,’ said Ladu.

‘On an avatar planet with bodies enhanced by the Crystal in ways we cannot even imagine,’ said Hodin.

‘So it is up to us to enhance ourselves and this planet we live on toward avatar levels of awareness,’ said Pulay. 

‘Or those of us that are up to the task,’ said Mitak.

‘I’m sure any Bwatami who tries will be ‘up to the task’,’ said Hodin.

‘Then join us, Hodin,’ said Pulay. ‘I know you’re concerned deeply about the rut our civilization is in...and I know you have your own approach to solving this crisis, but....’

‘But put my ideas should I have any, aside for a while and try yours just in case they work,’ said Hodin. ‘That is what you’re saying, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Pulay, ‘for the sake of all Bwatami, let’s work together. Even if it’s not successful, what we learn from our efforts could lead us in more successful directions. Possibly even in your direction.’

‘My direction?’ said Hodin cautiously, ‘I didn’t know I had a direction. I simply want to analyze any direction we take carefully before we take it.’

‘And we’ll always welcome your analysis,’ said the voice of Chardun. ‘But right now, I think we need action.’

There was a general murmur of agreement around the Great Hall. Ladu waited until it was clear a majority of Councilors favored trying this new type of Union.

‘Do we have a consensus then, to begin setting up a widening network of classes to teach the tree meditation and planet merging?’ 

The general murmur again swept around the chamber, this time more strongly than before.

‘An agreement has been reached,’ said the Council Speaker, ‘and I charge Ladu, Pulay, Vartuse and Mitak to begin immediately to carry out that decision.’

Pulay looked at Ladu intently, and then whispered softly.

‘We must tell them about the goddess.’

‘No!’ said Ladu, but before he could protest further, Pulay turned again to the Council floor and spoke.

‘There’s more.’

‘Yes?’ said the Council Speaker.

‘On our second trip through the Crystal to the avatar Earth we met a goddess,’ said Pulay. 

‘A goddess?!’ murmured around the Great Hall.

‘What kind of goddess?’ said Hodin.

‘One with much wisdom,’ said Pulay.

‘One would hope so,’ said Hodin, ‘and what part of her wisdom did she give you?’

‘She said there is only one goal for all life,’ said Pulay.

‘Well, that makes it easy,’ said Hodin. ‘Enlighten us. What is that goal?’

‘To expand our consciousness,’ said Pulay.

Hodin laughed.

‘Yes, I remember that ‘wisdom’ from my childhood. Anything more?’

‘That we can reach that goal through going outward into the universe or inward into ourselves,’ said Pulay.

‘Attempting to go inward is what’s created all the problems we’re now trying to deal with,’ said a Councilor. 

‘Yes,’ said Pulay, ‘which is why we thought going outward and merging with Tandalar is a more natural evolutionary path for us.’

‘You said that before,’ said Chardun. ‘Is there some other point you’re trying to make?’

Pulay looked at Chardun and hesitated, the cold steel of Chardun’s fluxing turquoise eyes reminding her that this was a Councilor speaking, not the mother she had grown up chasing around the Council chambers. And from the look in Chardun’s eyes it was evident that whatever Pulay was trying had better be good.

‘Even though the Crystal seems to have given us a possible solution to our predicament, research on the Crystals in the Earth cavern should continue as soon as possible,’ said Pulay. 

‘Why?’ said Chardun.

‘On the chance we could meet the goddess again and learn more,’ said Pulay. ‘But, also...,’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘We think the land of the Crystals has just begun to be explored,’ said Vartuse. ‘There could be other experiences beyond avatar Earths and wise goddesses.’

‘Which might be of great interest to the general populace,’ said Chardun. 

‘Yes,’ said Pulay. ‘And some might feel the call to search for this goddess...or other things, yet undiscovered.’

‘I’m sure they would,’ said Chardun. 

‘If a team was already there, continuing the research, and reporting back to all Tandalar...’ said Pulay.

‘That might dissuade a mass exodus toward Earth?’ said Chardun.

‘It would help,’ said Pulay.

‘Perhaps,’ said Chardun.

Silence reigned for a few seconds before a low muttering swept around the hall. Chardun waited, letting the sounds of the many voices soak into her until its general tenor became obvious. Then she spoke again, quietly, yet in a voice that penetrated to the far reaches of the hall.

‘The question of further research obviously needs debate.’

The muttering slowly died away as eyes moved from Chardun back to the four visitors.

‘And in the meantime?’ said Vartuse.

‘It’s not the role of this Council to withhold information from those we represent,’ said Chardun.

‘Still, until we make a decision on this, discretion might be good for both Tandalar and Earth.’

A general assent rolled around the Council Chamber.

The Speaker waited for the hall to become silent again, and then let his eyes roam across the rows of Councilors until he was satisfied all had spoken their fill.

‘For the time being you will concentrate on teaching your ‘tree’ meditation to the general population. May you succeed.’

‘And our return to Earth?’ said Pulay.

‘You will be informed of our decision.’

The four rose and bowing slightly, turned and left the visitor’s gallery. They had done everything they could here, and their energies were suddenly needed elsewhere.

***
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After leaving the Council Chambers, the other three turned and confronted Pulay. 

‘You know information about this goddess is going to get out of Chambers and create havoc.’ said Vartuse.

‘Yes, and that’s the same conclusion the Councilors will come to,’ said Pulay. 

‘And then send us on our way back to Earth,’ said Mitak.

‘Let’s hope it works out that way,’ said Vartuse.

‘I do know one thing,’ said Mitak.

‘What?’ said Pulay.

‘If the goddess was left a secret, we could spend years on this ‘tree’ meditation while the Earth expedition languished until it was forgotten.’

‘And that would be an incredible waste,’ said Ladu. ‘You were right, Pulay. It’s taking a chance, but it’s a time for taking chances.’

‘Yes, and anyway, the nature of a secret is to reveal itself the first chance it gets,’ said Mitak.

‘I agree,’ said Vartuse, ‘so it’s better we reveal it, and watch as the world once again becomes more exciting.’

They turned as one, again, and left the Council building.

Setting up a network of ‘tree’ meditators had its difficulties. Bwatami are trained from babyhood to enter into Union through a very passive meditational state in which they give up all volition in order to be drawn into the Union network by the ‘magnetic’ attraction of those already in the Union trance. The subsequent melding of their states of awareness with all others taking part in the Union brought the ability to see beyond one’s own ego needs, thus neutralizing egotistical tendencies. This ‘Union insight’ in turn made possible the easing of abnormal emotional or mental anomalies resulting from egotistical attachments. The completion of this process, characterized by an unrestrained state of bliss, freed the individual to float naturally back to their physical body, renewed and reenergized, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. 

The problem in teaching the ‘tree’ meditation was that a modicum of volition needed to be retained in order to guide one’s experience after leaving the physical body. And this went against the very heart and soul of the ‘passive’ Union meditational process. 

Ladu and his small team took on only four initiates in the first phase of transferring this new meditational strategy to the general populace. Two months of individualized instruction on a daily basis finally brought results. Enough so that the four trainees could now go out and instruct others. In the beginning progress was slow, but the number of those trained in the tree meditation increased exponentially as time went on, resulting in a new, more expansive set of meditational experiences for many Bwatami. 

There were still, however, the disaffected, those who had little faith in the ‘new’ meditation, or more commonly, had their own chosen path they wanted to follow. 

Secrecy is such a heady thing

It makes one think they have power

And are exceptional

In all the universe
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​​​​​​​Chapter 2  ​​Plans and Preparations
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Eight Earth months and four Council sessions marking four Tandalar years had passed since Ladu, Pulay, Vartuse and Mitak had had their crucial meeting with the Council.  Within the Council building Hodin walked with long, purposeful strides along a softly carpeted hallway lined with doorways. His path took him toward the room of one of the newer, less important Councilors that favored his cause. As he moved through the hallways Hodin thought with pride how his small organization had grown. These days, the youth of Tandalar seemed to be getting more and more restive, so that now, instead of working in secret to win others to his way of thinking, disaffected youth came openly to ask him about his ‘alternate way’ embracing greater individualistic ways of experiencing Union and life. Ladu’s new ‘tree’ meditation had actually helped his cause because many Bwatami considered it just another type of passive Union and were resisting Ladu’s newfound organization promoting the ‘new way’.

Hodin had called for a gathering of certain, select council members from the core of his group to discuss a secret and special ‘step forward’ in his efforts to create a new form of consciousness, a new philosophy for Tandalar. It would include adventure, and the young were always ripe for adventure.

At the door he hesitated. The rooms were soundproof but by casually placing a small audio pickup he held hidden in his hand against the metallic door he was able to hear the ongoing conversation from inside the room through the tiny microphone in his ear. One of his long-time associates, Betal was speaking.

‘If this ‘movement’ is going to grow and gain some legitimacy, we have to prove our ‘new vision’ of ourselves... and of Union is useful and natural...to all Bwatami.’

‘And just how do we do this?’ asked a female voice.

‘One way might be by showing that we can succeed where Ladu has failed,’ said Betal.

‘But he hasn’t failed,’ said a young Bwatami male.

‘Vular, whether or not he has failed is up to us to prove.’ 

Hodin smiled to himself. Betal was setting the others up perfectly for his entry, and for what some might consider an outrageous, or at the very least, dangerous suggestion. Tucking his microphone and pickup deep into his pocket, he tapped softly on the door. After a moment, the door opened slightly to reveal the face of Johin, the young aspirant whose room they had chosen for their secret meeting.

‘Hodin!’ said Johin and moved back respectively.

Hodin brought the door wide, swung it shut behind, and strode slowly, magnificently into the room, stopping short of the four Bwatami who now stood gathered around Betal.

‘My friends,’ he began, ‘I have invited a special few here today because it is time to take over a situation that is being seriously mishandled, and which if handled correctly, might have huge potential for all of Tandalar.’

He looked at all their faces one by one. Johin, the young meta-chemist and latest to join the group seemed ill at ease, for whatever reason. Vular the young firebrand philosopher from the Eastern province, eager as usual, Jolana and Peleta, astronomers, twin sisters, quiet, hard to read, but seemingly resolute, and the ever resilient and opportunistic Betal, the renowned astro-psychologist whose experience with the ‘goddesses on the planet Earth had led to this meeting.

‘If there’re any here who, after careful consideration, are not inclined toward this adventure, that could either make us the heroes of Tandalar, or if all fails, eternal outcasts, please take leave of us now.’

They all looked at each other, then back at Hodin. Then Jolana moved forward a bit and looked straight into Hodin’s penetrating gaze.

‘It’s a bit unfair to ask us to make a decision without knowing what this adventure is, Hodin.’

‘I agree,’ said Vular, ‘We’re not blind followers of anyone, regardless of how charismatic.’

Hodin stood there for a moment looking at all of them.

‘All right, my plan is this. We go to the planet Earth, secretly, without telling anyone, and make our own investigation into this supernatural crystalline figure. But we use a strategy that reflects our philosophy.’

‘What strategy, specifically?’ said Johin.

Hodin looked at Betal.

‘It was your experience, Betal.’ 

Betal stood for a moment, gathering his words carefully. What he had to say would probably appear improbable at best to these intelligent young Bwatami. But somehow, he had to convince them, not only for the success of this mission, but for his standing with Hodin, as well.

‘When Ladu and his team last went to Earth, I was with them.’

‘You were!?’ said Peleta. ‘Why wasn’t your name mentioned in the reports?’

‘I wasn’t with them physically. I went in an out of body state.’

‘Out of body...as in Union?’ said Peleta. 

‘No, I stayed out of Union,’ said Betal.

‘So you stayed isolated,’ said Jolana.

‘Yes, isolated and in control,’ said Betal.

‘How?’ said Peleta.

‘By constant willing,’ said Betal, ‘I started with the Union process, but I kept control instead of drifting into passivity.’

‘Sounds similar to what Ladu’s doing,’ said Jolana.

‘Initially, yes, but Ladu retains only a small amount of will power to guide awareness toward merging with something other than ourselves,’ said Betal. 

‘So, in the end, when he merges with his target, passivity reigns again,’ said Johin.

‘Yes, he gives up control and allows his consciousness to just merge with the experience of his target, in this case, Tandalar,’ said Betal.

‘And you?’ said Johin. ‘How is your method different?’

‘I retain control,’ said Betal.

‘Of yourself, and the target you’re merged with?’ said Peleta.

‘Of myself, certainly, and my reactions to the experience,’ said Betal, ‘and that gives me some control over the experience.’

‘But not complete control. How much control you have would be dictated by what you’re merging with,’ said Johin.

‘Yes, it would depend on the strength and willingness of what I’m merging with,’ said Betal, ‘and my need or desire to have control over it.’

‘Where did you learn such control?’ said Peleta.

‘Over many years of experimenting with my personal abilities,’ said Betal. 

‘And you simply willed yourself to Earth?’ said Johin.

‘No, I rode on the ship with Ladu,’ said Betal.

‘And no one noticed you? Even when they were in Union?’

‘No one,’ said Betal.

‘You expect us to do that?’ said Vular.

‘No,’ said Hodin. ‘We’ll be going physically on our own ship.’

‘And when we get there?’ said Johin.

‘When I was there before, I was able to enter the biggest Crystal, but for some reason, I needed the help of a human to get out.’

‘So, you were trapped inside?’ said Jolana. 

‘Yes, and then this human suddenly appeared in non-physical form, and I grabbed him and demanded he take me out.’

‘And did he?’ said Peleta.

‘Yes, after trying for a while, but it was what happened afterward that draws me back there.’

He paused, thinking back to the goddess and how he had been so helpless in the face of her power and of her final message to him.

‘So, what happened?’ said the impatient Vular.

‘After leaving the Crystal we flew across the cavern and entered the eye of another Crystal, went through some unusual worlds and in the final world were blown about like leaves on the wind.’

‘And that’s it?’ said Peleta.

‘No, as I was being blown around, a cloud filled with incredible light appeared beneath me and then I heard a soft feminine voice say, ‘The use of power is only for morally mature beings.’

‘A simple truth,’ said Johin.

‘That’s all that happened?’ said Vular. 

‘After I heard the voice, I was hurled across space to Tandalar in seconds and slammed back inside my body with such force that it ached for days.’

‘Is this the goddess Pulay was talking about in the Council Chamber?’ said Jolana.

‘I can only assume it was,’ said Betal

‘Sounds like that incredible light didn’t approve of you,’ said Jolana.

‘Were you abusing power in some way?’ said Johin.

‘Maybe with the human. Nothing else I’ve done would warrant such treatment.’

‘So, the goddess could be protecting humans,’ said Vular.

‘A possibility,’ said Hodin, ‘which means when we get to Earth, we avoid humans.’

‘Can you find these Crystals again? The ones you went through,’ said Jolana.

‘The first one is easy, but I don’t think we need to go there. The second one is the entrance to the worlds we need to go to, and we traveled so fast....’

‘Then you don’t know where it is?’ said Johin.

‘I lost my sense of direction inside the Big Crystal.’

‘So, we don’t know where we’re going or what we’re going to do when we get there,’ said Vular.

‘Basically.’

‘Then...how do we prepare for this adventure?’ 

‘Enhance our will power and intuition,’ said Betal.

‘To what end?’ said Johin.

‘To contact the ‘goddess’ again,’ said Betal.

‘You want to go back and test your powers against her’s again?’ said Jolana,

‘That would be a ludicrous situation,’ said Betal, smiling tightly.  ‘No, I just want to impress her to the point where she’s willing to relate to us.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the true value of the cavern is not the Crystals,’ said Betal, ‘or the avatar planet Ladu merged with. It’s in the incredible power of this goddess.’

‘You think your goddess has more power than an avatar Earth?’ said Peleta.

‘A more versatile power,’ said Betal.

‘Versatile in what way?’ said Peleta.

‘She can move her center of consciousness between two worlds,’ said Betal.

‘Which worlds?’ said Jolana.

‘Inward or outward with equal ease.’

‘Where did you get this impression?’ said Johin.

‘When she entered my mind and spoke, for a brief moment before I was hurled back to my body, I felt infinity in both directions, a fathomless consciousness and an infinite universe,’ said Betal.

‘And that’s what we need to be able to do,’ said Hodin.

‘You think she’ll consider us ‘morally mature’ enough to teach us?’ said Jolana.

‘We can only go and try,’ said Betal.  

‘But we have to go through the Crystals to get there,’ said Johin. 

‘And that might be a problem,’ said Peleta. ‘Ladu says the Crystals are sentient.’ 

‘I hope so,’ said Hodin. ‘Sentience is much more malleable....’ 

‘True, but unknown sentience has inclinations in unknown directions,’ said Peleta.

‘Which means unpredictable,’ said Jolana. 

‘Which means we’ll have no idea where we’ll end up if we go through one of them,’ said Johin.

‘Beyond avatar Earths and planets with goddesses flying around, no,’ said Betal.

‘Sounds like an incredible adventure,’ said Vular, his turquoise face glowing with excitement.

‘And like most adventures, filled with the unknown,’ said Johin.

‘Yes,’ said Betal, ‘and to counter the unpredictable and prepare for the unknown all of us need to develop as much volition and control as possible.’

‘So we need to intensify our training,’ said Johin.

‘With one important exception,’ said Betal, ‘now you’ll begin to focus that objective, proactive willpower on cultivating specific abilities inside yourself.’

‘Instead of trying to control our Union,’ said Vular.

‘Yes, controlling your Union was just the first step.’

‘You’re going to teach us your secrets?’ said Jolana.

‘The basics,’ said Betal.

‘And when we get to Earth, we’ll use these new abilities to negotiate our way through the Crystals?’ said Jolana. 

‘And maybe even penetrate their essence, their secrets,’ said Betal.

‘And gain control of them?’ said Johin.

‘To think we have control might be a dangerous illusion,’ said Betal 

‘Just how sentient are these Crystals?’ said Jolana.

‘That’s the unknown,’ said Hodin.  

‘If what Ladu says is true, they seem to react in sensitive and purposeful ways to other sentient consciousness,’ said Betal.

Jolana’s face frowned in puzzlement.

‘What do you mean ‘purposeful’? Like they have some destiny in mind for whoever comes into contact with them?’ said Jolana. 

‘And once again,’ said Peleta ‘how do we know their ‘destiny’ is compatible with our own plans?’

Hodin smiled reassuringly.

‘We don’t know. No one knows the real nature of the Crystals. Investigating them will be part of our slow, deliberate adventure.’

‘That’s why we need to be sure at each step that we’re the ones in control, at least of ourselves, if not the Crystals,’ said Betal.

‘You do think there’s some possibility of being... influenced unknowingly by these Crystals?’ said Johin.

‘I hope so,’ said Betal.

‘You hope so?!’ said Jolana.

‘Yes, because the effect the Crystals have on each of our different personalities, and the way we react to their energy might be valuable keys to the nature of that energy.’

‘We’re part of the experiment, then?’ said Vular

‘Totally,’ said Betal, ‘but then life is an experiment.’

‘We’ll have to stay vigilant every moment. These Crystals may not be as benign as they appear so far,’ said Peleta.

‘Yes, the stakes are high but so are the possibilities,’ said Hodin.

‘You mean your quantum leap forward in evolution?’ said Peleta. ‘

‘This is what we’re looking for isn’t it?’ said Hodin. ‘Some powerful way of transforming ourselves?’

‘And leading our world toward a more promising future,’ said Betal.

‘I think we’re all agreed on that,’ said Peleta, looking again at all their faces.

‘Where’s the ship we’re going to take on this incredible adventure?’ said Jolana. ‘You’re not thinking of taking a Council ship for your own purposes.’

‘I’ve already arranged for a ship.’ Hodin said quietly. ‘Not a Council ship.’

‘And the other equipment we’ll need?’ said Vular.

‘The equipment will be aboard ship in a few days. Now who’s with us? And for those who are not, may you be sworn to secrecy!’

‘I’m in,’ said Betal, ‘for whatever happens. I’ve been waiting a long time for something like this.’

The two sisters looked at each other and spoke almost in unison,

‘We’re in, too.’

‘Yes!’said Vular, with his usual exuberance.

Johin nodded.

‘I’m in. But let’s not get carried away with enthusiasm.’ 

‘Yes, we need careful planning and complete cooperation between all of us if this venture is going to succeed,’ said Jolana. 

‘Careful planning is what I’ve been doing for some time now,’ said Hodin.

‘And we appreciate your careful planning, Hodin,’ said Johin, ‘But as Vular said, even though we look up to you as our mentor, this group acts by consensus; we need no generals.’

Before speaking, Hodin quietly studied Johin for a brief moment. Johin had suddenly stopped being the impressionable youth and was proving to be both levelheaded and sharp. Letting his face relax into an amiable expression, he continued.

‘Yes, we all contribute equally in this endeavor and make our decisions together.’

They all nodded their heads, seemingly satisfied. Time would tell whether this would be a good arrangement, or need changing, Hodin thought to himself.

‘Then we leave on the third day of spring which gives us until next Council session to complete our task.’

He paused and looked down for a moment, then looked up abruptly, peering deeply into the eyes of each in turn.

‘When you leave here act normal; keep the same schedules, and when you inter Union, use what Betal has taught you to block your experience here.’

‘Anything we need to do to prepare?’ said Peleta. ‘Special equipment?’

‘Just think deeply about what we’re about to attempt and come to terms with any doubts or other feelings you may have about it. Remember, after we take off, there is no turning back.’

He stopped for a moment to let the others react to this. Everyone just held their heads high in acknowledgement.

‘Our rendezvous point is the vacation resort at the base of Yaru Mountain, near the city of Rodaiwa, in the second hour after dawn of the third day of spring. You can wait in the vacation huts if you get there early. They’ll be deserted for another two or three days at least.

‘And if some of us decide not to go?’ said Johin.

‘If you are not there, I’ll assume you’ve changed your mind, but still, sworn to secrecy.’

Hodin looked around at each of their eyes in turn, looking for doubts or uncertainty, but found none. Now that it was decided, even Vular had become more solemn, letting the seriousness of their proposed actions sink into his mind.

Hodin reach into his jacket pocket and took out five small silvery disks, handing them around to everyone.

‘These are the entrainment disks for the primary language spoken on the planet. It may be imperative to be able to communicate with the inhabitants. It’s important that all of you complete this entrainment by the time we land on Earth.’

‘Now...’ he continued, ‘let’s leave here quietly, one by one and not meet again until the rendezvous at Yaru Mountain. Good luck to us all.’

Without another word, he turned and quickly left the room. The others looked at each other, then, without speaking, they too slipped one by one out the door for their own rooms in other parts of the Council building.

Many an unplanned adventure

Has ridden on the horse of resolve

To an unexpected destination
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​​​​​​Chapter 3​​  Earthly Adventures
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The day after their secret meeting with Hodin at the Council building, each of the conspirators quietly left the council island and returned home to pack the few essentials they would be allowed. On the third day of spring Hodin piloted a small interstellar freighter toward the meeting place. As he approached, he looked down with dismay at the three figures standing far below. 

‘Only three,’ he said in disappointment, ‘but which three?’ 

As he got closer, he could see that all three were male, evidently the sisters had decided against coming. 

‘A bad omen; a bad omen, indeed,’ he thought to himself as he brought the craft down. 

Shutting down the engines, he opened the door and stepped out, only to see the two sisters coming out of one of the vacation huts. Relief flooded him. They not only helped balance the gender ratio, they were also two very cool heads, something that might be needed to keep the peace as things became more intense, which he was sure they would.

He bowed slightly to each, touching his forehead with the fingers of his left hand. They returned his greetings, each looking inquisitively at the exquisitely refurbished spaceship. 

‘I won’t ask where you got such a beautiful ship. We must have friends in high places,’ said Betal.

Hodin smiled.

‘Let’s just say there’re those who wish this venture well.’

‘Let’s hope they continue being so providential,’ said Vular. 

‘They will if we succeed,’ said Hodin

‘And if we don’t?’ said Jolana.

‘Then they’ll disappear like smoke in a hard wind,’ said Hodin. 

Hodin directed them to pile their baggage into the small cabins radiating out from the pilot’s control room, cramped spaces that would be their home for the next several days. When they had finished they all gathered in the control room, each taking the duty seat assigned them. Hodin took his seat with a sigh of both relief and satisfaction, and smiled broadly in anticipation,

‘My friends, this day will be remembered in the history books.’ 

Reaching forward, he touched several lights on the panel in front of him. The engines hummed and the craft lifted straight up and within seconds entered space and engaged the gravity drive on a course bound for Earth.

As their solar system disappeared behind them, Peleta looked at her sister with a wry smile.

‘Let’s just hope we turn out to be famous and not infamous

‘Yes, and more than just a footnote in history,’ said Jolana. 

Peleta laughed, took her sister’s hand and gripped it hard. They looked into each other’s eyes, cementing their resolve. 

Several days later they approached the oceans of Earth, plunged deeply into one close to a large continent, and allowed the ship to pilot itself to the beacon in the small underwater entrance to the huge cavern they hoped would hold their destiny.

* * *
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When the quiet hum of the engines ceased, they quickly began to unload the more essential supplies and equipment. Suddenly, a look of concern formed on Betal’s face.

‘Where are we going to put the ship?’ 

The others stopped and looked at Hodin. It was clear they had not considered this either.

‘That, my friends, is the best part of this plan. Outside the entrance to this Grotto, about a hundred meters along the same underwater cliff, is a tunnel that goes sharply downward and then rises upward into a small room, dry and well hidden.’

‘How did you discover that?’ said Vular.

‘By scouring those poor-quality survey maps no one else had an interest in.’

‘How do we get the ship there and then back here again?’ said Peleta.

Hodin held out a small device with several flashing lights and two large colored buttons.

‘It’s very simple, the yellow button means hide. The green button means rendezvous.’

‘The ship will hide itself?’ said Betal.

‘And mask it’s presence with a holographic projector. Whoever scans the cave will get only the picture of an empty cave being projected by the ship,’ said Hodin. 

Peleta looked at him with disbelief.

‘And what if something happens to you? Or if you lose this device, or forget the code numbers?’ 

‘Then it becomes a little more complicated,’ said Hodin.  ‘All of us have to transmit a specific mental picture to the neuro-receptor on the ship at the same time to recall it.’ 

‘What happens if one of us is...incapacitated?’ said Peleta.

‘If the projected mental picture carries the psychic signature of less than six individuals, the ship will search for life-signs of any of those missing.

‘And if it doesn’t find the missing life sign?’ said Jolana.

‘It will conclude that the signal is authentic and will immediately return here,’ said Hodin. 

‘And if it finds the missing signature?’ said Vular.

‘Then, it will remain where it is.’

He looked around at their faces.

‘I’ve done this to ensure that when we leave here, we’ll leave together, physically if not philosophically.’

‘Is this insurance against some of us changing our minds about this venture?’ said Johin.

‘Your mind is your own, to change or not,’ said Hodin. 

‘Then why the precautions?’ said Jolana.

‘We’re going to be experimenting with some very powerful forces, and we don’t know what affect they’ll have on us,’ said Hodin.

‘If we want to get home, whatever our disposition, we cooperate, is that it?’ said Vular.

‘Yes,’ said Hodin, ‘all of us.’

Hodin studied everyone’s faces again to judge the effect of his words. Betal, Johin, and Vular, simply stood there looking at him, apparently digesting this latest twist in their affairs. Jolana and Peleta were talking quietly together. Then they turned and looked at Hodin.  

‘We think Johin should carry the recall device,’ said Peleta.

‘But he doesn’t have the recall code numbers,’ objected Betal.

‘That’s just the point. He can’t use it, and neither can Hodin,’ said Jolana.

‘Like it or not,’ said Peleta, ‘there is a power structure here, and some checks and balances would enhance everyone’s commitment to group decision-making.’ 

Hodin looked at the two sisters, who stood there with resolute expressions, then at the others. Even Betal seemed to agree with them. 

Reluctantly Hodin handed the device to Johin. 

‘Be very careful with that Johin. If we need it, we may need it in a hurry; and if you lose it, unless we’re all together, we could be stuck here.’

‘I’ll keep it in a very safe place, Hodin, readily available.’

Hodin looked at him steadily as if to say, ‘And where might that be?’ but Johin simply turned away and continued unloading the craft.

After unloading the ship and everything was in their backpacks, Hodin asked for the transmitter device, fed in the necessary numbers, and pressed the yellow button. The engines on the craft hummed to life, and, to the concern of more than one in the party, the ship slipped quickly into the water, and disappeared into the depths. Hodin handed the device back to Johin, silently turned around, and went over to his backpack. Taking out a map, he spread it out in front of the others who had gathered around.

‘This map is from the Council Information Center, the latest from Ladu’s research expedition.’

‘This is the latest?’ said Jolana, ‘Looks like we’ve got a lot of ‘uncharted areas’ to explore.’

‘Areas we can fill in as we go,’ said Betal.

‘We begin here, at the Grotto,’ said Hodin. ‘The trail goes along this cliff wall to the large Crystal that Ladu and his group have been working on.’ 

‘How far to the Crystal?’ said Vular.

‘About six hours fast walk, but that’s not where we’re going,’ said Hodin.

‘Why not?’ said Vular.

‘Some might say we’re disrupting Ladu’s research, or competing with his team. That wouldn’t look good.’

‘Isn’t Ladu’s research finished?’ said Vular.

‘We don’t know, and until we do, we avoid the main Crystal. Anyway, there’re probably humans there,’ said Hodin.

‘Then where?’ said Peleta.

‘We cut southwest across the two ridges between here and the Crystal and cross the second ridge well above Ladu’s habitat.’

‘That means we’ll have to climb over the two ridges,’ said Peleta. 

‘And through the uncharted territory,’ said Hodin.

‘Aren’t we making things a bit difficult for ourselves?’ said Johin.

‘Yes, but it’s the safest route, and who knows what we’ll find?’ said Hodin.

‘The problem is...’ Vular said softly, ‘we have no idea how big this uncharted area really is.’

‘True,’ said Hodin, ‘apparently the only one who’s been there and does is this human named ‘Tom’.’

‘Let’s hope we run into him, then,’ said Betal, looking suggestively at the others.

‘Why?’ said Vular.

‘His knowledge would make our job of getting around and finding other Crystals easier.’

‘You think he would help us?’ asked Johin.

‘Certainly,’ said Betal. ‘Why shouldn’t he think we’re a legitimate part of the research team?’ 

‘But we would have to deceive him,’ said Peleta.

‘Not deceit, Peleta,’ said Hodin. ‘Remember, we have our own mandate here, from at least part of the Council, and should be privy to any new information gathered by anyone on Ladu’s team.’ 

‘Still,’ said Peleta, ‘staying unseen is the best strategy, at least until we find something.’

‘This moss is the problem,’ said Hodin. ‘Once you step on it, it stays depressed for some time.’ 

‘Then we have to stay on the main trail,’ said Johin. ‘Either that or leave our signature all over the place.’ 

‘When we leave the main trail, we’ll travel along the ridges for a couple hundred meters. The map says they’re mostly rock so if we’re careful we can avoid making a visible trail.’

‘Are we looking for just any Crystal or the one Betal passed through to get to his goddess?’ said Jolana.

‘Even if we found the same one, I’m not sure I’d know it. We need to start out with whatever we can find,’ said Betal.

They all looked at each other and were about to pick up their packs and go when Vular, usually so impatient, held up his hand stopping the others. 

‘A brief moment of Union, to unify us in our purpose, might be a wise way to begin.’ 

Murmuring agreement, they lay down on the soft moss, their bodies extending outward like spokes in a wheel, and pressed their heads together. Then they closed their eyes and relaxing themselves, entered the state of passive Union meditation taught them and practiced since childhood.

Through the mental conduit created by this meditation, they shared an intuitive expression of the feelings and cognitions of all who were connected, each individual experiencing the cumulative realities of all those who shared their Union. It was through this mass vicarious experience the essence of male and female, power and weakness, selfishness and selflessness converged and moved toward equanimity, bringing peace, understanding and compassion for all who shared the link. 

By pressing their heads together, they were creating a special Union, one closed off to all but the five who were in physical contact with each other. Only in this way could they insure a boundary between their small Union and the greater Unions forever taking place on their distant planet, for space and time place no limits on mind; and a particularly powerful Union from Tandalar might draw them in and expose to all their presence and purpose here. 

A small Union of only a few Bwatami was usually an easy affair because of the familiarity between the individuals taking part in it, and as they lay there, the ego-driven boundaries of their minds quickly began to dissolve, allowing the awareness of each to flow outward to meet that of the others. 

But this time the expected ease of Union was not to be. In the minds now linked together, compassion was being overwhelmed by emotions of a lesser nature; emotions that should have melted in the face of mutual empathy yet did not. In the place of understanding and equanimity persisted a goal; a goal surrounded by a calloused ruthlessness colored by small hints of worry, desperation, anger, past humiliations; of a wounded ego impregnable to the warmth of others.

The implacable hardness of these emotions numbed the vulnerable minds of those others in the circle; a numbness which resulted in swirls of mental agitation flowing outward from each and destroying the peaceful waters of Union.

One by one the six Bwatami let go and sat up allowing the link to fade away, leaving each to interpret and extrapolate for themselves, the source and reason for the troublesome discord that had shaken their connection Was it the natural result of the stresses and strains their aberrant undertaking was producing in all of them? Had it come from only one in their group or many? Or was it a product of simply being on this rough, psychically savage planet? Were they picking up the mental, emotional wailing of those who lived on the surface above? Or was it indeed, their own emotions and intents, now impossible to hide in the smallness of their current group? 

When all had opened their eyes again, none spoke of this discordance. Each knew that it would have to be addressed at some time in the future; but for the present, patience was the best strategy. Had they but known an Earth-grown psychology, the psychology of those living in mental and spiritual isolation from one another, they might have been better forewarned that the seeds of discord and miscommunication, the natural offspring of conflicting wants and diverging realities, might be finding expression in the fertile soil of this small group of malcontents.

In the end, it was a troubled group of would-be explorers that picked up their packs and with a silent, yet cautious resolution, looked at Hodin to lead the way out. One by one they fell in behind him as he headed out through the small opening from the Grotto into the wider valley beyond.

Patience many times brings

What we really want in life

Simply because what we want

Changes over time to better reflect

Who we really are

And who we really want to become

And patience gives us the time

To realize who that might be

And our true needs to see
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​​​​​​Chapter 4  ​​Behind the Scenes Again
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Lowel and Chardun sat on the porch of Chardun’s small house looking out over the valley below. Neither spoke, each filled with their own thoughts, going over once again what they would ask of Pulay and Ladu when they arrived. The soft sound of an approaching ship brought them out of their chairs and reverie. They watched as the ship silently settled down a few meters in front of the porch. Ladu and Pulay stepped out and gave a slight formal bow.

‘Come inside,’ said Chardun, ‘we have difficult things to discuss.’

Ladu and Pulay looked at each other, and then followed the others into the house.

‘How’s the ‘tree meditation’ movement progressing?’ said Lowel.

‘Well,’ said Pulay. ‘Our first students have become teachers and their students, teachers of teachers.’

‘So your organization no longer needs you?’ said Chardun.

‘It’s well beyond us now,’ said Ladu. ‘Why?’

‘A ship recently left on a trajectory for Earth,’ said Lowel.

‘Are you sure?’ said Pulay.

‘Because of the occupants, it was tracked until its destination could be confirmed,’ said Chardun.

‘One of our splinter groups?’ said Pulay.

‘Hodin and some of his group, mostly Councilors, we think, but we’re not sure who,’ said Chardun, 

‘Hodin!’ said Ladu. ‘Why? He’s always been against our research.’

‘We don’t know. Maybe he wants to do some of his own,’ said Lowel. 

‘But with his growing popularity and aberrant ideas, someone needs to go and keep watch on the situation,’ said Chardun.  

‘And that’s us,’ said Ladu.

‘Yes, your entire team will go, Ladu, as if you were returning to do a little more research,’ said Chardun.

‘And if we encounter Hodin?’ said Pulay.

‘Act surprised and take it from there. But remember, even though his secret trip is peculiar, as a Councilor he has a debatable right to be there,’ said Lowel.

‘Debatable, depending on what he’s doing,’ said Pulay.

‘Exactly,’ said Chardun. ‘If he’s harming the Crystals, even inadvertently, or transgressing any of our laws concerning nascent civilizations, he loses his rights.’

‘So we have to find him, watch him from a distance, but be ready to act at the same time,’ said Pulay.

‘Preferably without his knowing about it,’ said Lowel. ‘If he realizes he’s being spied on, he might invoke his Councilor status and have the legal if not moral right to send you packing.’

‘This is going to be difficult,’ said Pulay.

‘That’s why we’re sending our best,’ said Chardun.

‘Maybe the best is already there,’ said Ladu.

‘You mean Tom?’ said Pulay. 

‘He knows the cavern better than anyone,’ said Ladu.

‘In your reports, you said he retired from this venture,’ said Lowel. 

‘Tom will never retire,’ said Ladu. ‘It’s not in his nature. He just thinks he will, until the next challenge comes along.’

‘Can you contact him?’ said Chardun.

‘I can try,’ said Ladu. ‘I’ve felt his mind sometimes.’

‘But you haven’t tried to Mindlink?’ said Chardun. 

‘No, I felt humans might find that an intrusion,’ said Ladu, ‘but if I did it very gently, leaving only a suggestion....’

‘Try,’ said Chardun, ‘but if you feel any resistance, back off immediately.’

‘Of course,’ said Ladu.

‘And if the situation turns out benign,’ said Pulay, ‘we can continue on with our own research?’ 

‘If you have the time and opportunity,’ said Chardun, ‘but Hodin’s situation remains first and foremost until it does become ‘benign’.’

Pulay looked at Ladu who raised his chin slightly in agreement.

‘We understand.’

‘We’ll be sending Com ships every few weeks for any news, but in truth you’re on your own with this venture,’ said Chardun.

‘This doesn’t have the backing of the Council Chamber?’ said Pulay.

‘No Chamber vote was taken. But behind the scenes there’s a majority supporting you. Just keep the honor and integrity of that majority in mind when making your decisions,’ said Lowel.

‘We’ll weigh every move carefully,’ said Pulay.

‘But if action is necessary, don’t waste time in debate,’ said Chardun.

‘Absolutely,’ said Ladu, thinking the longer this discussion went on the more difficult things were becoming.

‘Obviously, we need to leave as soon as possible,’ he said suggestively. ‘I’ll begin preparations immediately.’

‘Your ship, the Fairweather and everything you might need is waiting for you,’ said Chardun. ‘Vartuse and Mitak are already there.’

‘They know about Hodin?’ said Pulay.

‘No, you can tell them. All they know is to report to the ship immediately for further explorations.’

‘Then, let’s go,’ said Ladu.

‘The best of voyages to you,’ said Lowel. ‘We’ll be waiting for your news.’

Pulay and Ladu stood, bowed slightly again, then turned and left. Within seconds their ship quietly hummed up into the sky.

Chardun and Lowel looked at each other.

‘They are our best. Still, I worry,’ said Chardun.

‘Yes, if Hodin discovers anything to support his version of the ‘new reality’, it could spell trouble for all of Tandalar,’ said Lowel, ‘maybe even civil war.’

‘And a breakdown into insanity,’ said Chardun. 

‘One good thing, Chardun,’ said Lowel. ‘Hodin has finally played his hand. From now on, it will be much easier to know who he really is and what he’s up to.’

They walked back out on the porch and sat down. They stayed there looking out over the valley until dusk veiled everything except the stars.

Patience is the art of waiting

For the unexpected

Even while thinking

You know what’s coming
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​​​​​​Chapter 5  ​​The Scout, Reunions and  Musings
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Tolb sat on the front porch in the old rocking chair, his foot pushing slowly back and forth. He was much more settled these days. It had been nine months since his adventures in the cavern, adventures he looked back on with a faint sense of longing, and growing seeds of disbelief. But he knew it had all happened, his travels down under, his abrupt introduction to meditation and the subsequent out of body experiences in which he had encountered and escaped from the wild-eyed Bwatami trapped inside the Crystal. And finally, dinner with a goddess on a strange planet, maybe even another dimension, he never was sure of that, or of how he gotten back to his body which had been left sitting in this very chair. 

Perhaps because these experiences still reigned so poignantly in his mind was he able to sit contentedly on the front porch and wait for the next ‘adventure’. Until it came, he would just enjoy the few friends he’d made in this small town, and when he felt the need to get a little high, simply close his eyes, empty his mind, and indulge in a little meditation. He was sure the others would return, maybe even soon, and when they did, things would start happening again. Until then, peace and quiet was not a bad existence.

Still, he was sometimes tempted to raise that coal bin and make his way back down to the cavern, but he knew if he did, it wouldn’t be viewed with a great deal of approval. After all, he was the caretaker, the guard, and his rights ended at the top of the stairway, unless invited further, of course. So he lived and waited.

A week later he was sitting in the same chair when the phone rang. This in itself wasn’t so unusual, but this time it seemed to ring with urgency, jangling so suddenly it jarred Tolb from his chair into a mad rush into the living room, all the while wondering why he was rushing,

‘Hello?’

‘Tolb.’

‘Tom! Good to hear an adventurous voice again,’ said Tolb.

‘Do I hear a yearning for the cavern?’ said Tom.

‘Sometimes,’ said Tolb, ‘what’s up with you?’

‘Maybe nothing, but I’ve been getting some peculiar feelings lately that have Ladu’s signature written all over them.’

‘In what way?’

‘I just feel his presence. It’s weird. I stop and look around half expecting to see him standing on the street, which is ridiculous, I know.’

‘You think these feelings are coming from Ladu? I know they sometimes communicate with each other that way...through some kind of mental connection.’

‘That’s what I was thinking, anyway it would be nice to see our old friends from Tandalar again, if they’re here,’ said Tom. ‘Have you been down?’

‘No, I was waiting for you folks,’

‘Going down alone wouldn’t bother you?’ said Tom. 

‘Might be what I need right now,’ said Tolb.

‘I’m coming up with Clara in about a week. Consuela and Jeremy will get there about the same time.’

‘The gang’s back,’ said Tolb. 

‘Yup, and it would be good if you could go down and do a little reconnoitering before we got there,’ said Tom.

‘You’re not expecting trouble, are you?’ said Tolb. ‘Or something ‘out of the ordinary’?’

‘No, but then that cavern is the most extraordinary place on Earth, and I seriously doubt we’ve seen everything,’ said Tom.

‘Or even a small part of everything,’ said Tolb.

‘Anyway, there’s got to be some reason I’m getting these vibes from Ladu, if I really am and it’s not just my imagination,’ said Tom.

‘And you want me to be the guinea pig and go down and test the waters,’ said Tolb.

‘Just take a look around, don’t get involved in anything,’ said Tom.

‘Will do,’ said Tolb, his heart racing. ‘Just to the habitat?’ 

‘First the habitat and if no one’s there, go to the Grotto and see if there’re any ships there,’ said Tom.

‘I’ve never been to the Grotto,’ said Tolb.

‘It’s easy,’ said Tom. ‘When you come out of the house stairway turn right and continue along the Mount Cliffs. It will take you straight to the Grotto entrance.’

‘Maybe I’ll do that first,’ said Tolb.

‘Your choice,’ said Tom. ‘But like I said, if you see anything out of the ordinary, don’t get involved. Just come back and tell me.’

‘Right,’ said Tolb. ‘I’ll go tomorrow, give you a call in a couple of days if not before.’

‘If my calculations are right, the next cavern day will start about three in the morning our time,’ said Tom.

‘Great,’ said Tolb, ‘going down that stairway at two in the morning is going to be a real joy.’

‘Just think of it as time travel’ said Tom, chuckling, ‘You leave at two and half hour later it’s morning.’

‘Yeah, in a very strange and distant land,’ said Tolb.

* * *
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Tolb got to the bottom of the staircase just as the cavern began its transformation from cold darkness to brilliant multi-colored ‘daylight’.  He hugged his jacket tighter around him, turned right and walked along the bottom of Mount Cliffs in the direction of the Grotto for almost three hours before stopping. He had enough provisions for one night and two days, and it would take all of that to get to the Grotto entranceway, backtrack to the habitat and then back to the house.

After eating and a short rest he continued on, watching as the Grotto Valley ridge grew in front of him. He was still a good five hundred meters away when movement along the ridge top caught his eye. He froze and sank down on one knee. Slowly moving up the ridge away from the Mount Cliff wall were six figures. It was too far away to see any detail, but just the way they moved clearly told Tolb they weren’t human and that left only Bwatami. He stifled the urge to shout. More than likely it was Ladu’s group but until he knew for sure, he was erring on the side of caution.

Still bent over he moved quickly into the trees beside the trail and began running swiftly and quietly on the soft moss toward the ridge. But instead of climbing the ridge when he got there, he stayed hidden in the trees at the base of the ridge and moved along it in the same direction the Bwatami were going, peering out of the occasional opening in the trees at the top of the ridge. 

His focus on the ridge top was almost his undoing. He walked around one large tree and then jerked back around behind it. Less than forty meters away the six Bwatami were heading directly toward him. Keeping himself hidden behind the tree he watched them pass and move deeper into the forest in a southwestern direction. 
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