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CHAPTER ONE
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  WHILE OTHER girls her age worried about acne, boyfriends and tests, Kelsey Hale's one sole goal in life was not to starve. Which wasn’t easy when food kept disappearing on her.




  She looked down at the table in disgust. She'd just set the thermos of homemade soup right there! Where could it have gone? To add insult to injury, wonderful appetizing smells from around the cafeteria attacked her from every direction.




  Including from across the table where Rhonda just uncovered a steaming casserole in a square plastic container. Kelsey’s stomach didn’t need to wait for Beth to unpack her lunch before it began growling ferociously.




  Kelsey upended her lunch bag and shook it. A small wad of crackers wrapped in plastic fell out. Which depressed her even more. How was she supposed to get through the rest of the school day with only that? Kelsey grimaced, picking up the crackers and slowly unwrapping them. If she ate them really slow, could she trick her stomach into thinking it was a whole meal?




  "I'm telling you, for the money it's a great school," Rhonda said over the din of the school cafeteria. She waved her fork in the air, forcing Beth to duck away. "It's never too early."




  "I saw it!" Beth exclaimed suddenly, making Rhonda and Kelsey jump. "Kelsey's lunch. It was there, now it's not!"




  Rhonda groaned. "Here she goes. She's going to go off about magic again."




  "Hey, just because you don't believe in it doesn't mean it doesn't exist," Beth said with a scowl. "How else do you explain her lunch disappearing almost every day?"




  "She forgot to pack it?" Rhonda suggested, digging into the casserole, stringy cheese stretching and snapping as she lifted up a bite. "The rest fell out of her backpack?"




  "And breakfast, and dinner." Kelsey nibbled one corner of a cracker. Her stomach growled in response, making it clear it wasn’t happy with the offering.




  "It's happening that much?" Beth asked with a worried frown.




  Rhonda rolled her eyes. "You can't possibly believe any of this."




  Beth reached into her lunch bag. "Something is going on. Maybe someone has your locker combination, Kelsey."




  "Oh, that's an idea," Rhonda said eagerly.




  Kelsey chose not to mention she’d just brought the now-missing items out of the bag herself and set them on the table. She’d really looked forward to her father's homemade chicken noodle soup, too.




  Beth pulled a sandwich out of her lunch bag and pushed it across the table to her. "I made an extra one this morning. Just don't make my lunch disappear, too."




  "Can we switch topics?" Rhonda asked. "Who wants to come to my house tonight to study for the math test?"




  "I have band practice after school," Kelsey said between bites of the peanut-butter and jelly sandwich. How could something so simple taste so good?




  "Oh, good luck with the assembly solo next week," Beth said. She then turned to Rhonda. "I'll come tonight, but I have to be back home by five."




  "No problem. My Mom can drive you home. Can you look at my computer while you’re there?"




  Kelsey no longer heard them as a snippet of music floated above her head. The first portion sounded as if it were plucked out on a violin, the second part changed to soar with woodwinds. She turned her head this way and that, trying to pinpoint the direction.




  "Uh oh, she's hearing something again," Kelsey suddenly heard Beth say.




  Abruptly Kelsey was back in her seat at the table, the music gone. Beth and Rhonda stared at her, one in amusement, the other with worry.




  "What did it sound like this time?" Beth whispered.




  "Violins and woodwinds," Kelsey said, and then stopped, not sure how much she should say. "Are you guys sure you didn't hear it? It was pretty loud there for a few seconds."




  Both shook their heads, each showing a mixture of concern, apprehension and uncertainty in their expressions.




  Kelsey sighed, "Great, then it's official. This year will be known as the year Kelsey Hale finally cracked."




  "Then maybe you should study psychology," Rhonda suggested. She stared down the glare Beth sent her way. "Well, then she could help herself!"




  "Honestly, I don't know what I want to do for college," Kelsey said.




  "Do something where you can afford to get a different bracelet," Rhonda said, pointing at the gold and silver bracelet on Kelsey's right wrist.




  Beth elbowed Rhonda. "It belonged to her mother."




  "I know, and that's nice, but do you have to wear it every single day?" Rhonda asked.




  Kelsey shrugged. "I don't think I've ever taken it off. It just feels like it belongs there. And you’re assuming every major in college will make lots of money."




  "Good point," Beth said with a grin. "Mom is a teacher and she gets paid nearly nothing. I’m going to be a software designer instead. Which reminds me, I need to finish up a scholarship application."




  "We're sixteen, still kids. We have years to go," Kelsey said, wishing her head could focus enough to change the subject. It only reinforced her lack of direction, something she wasn’t please with anyway.




  "No excuse. You need to start now if you expect to pick the right classes and the right extracurricular activities colleges like to see. Don't you want to get into a good college?" Rhonda said with a grin, tempering her comment with an offer of part of her desert.




  While trying to pay attention in the afternoon classes, Kelsey had to admit she felt a little jealous. From the time they’d met, each of her friends knew what they wanted to be.




  And then there was Kelsey.




  Music seemed the obvious choice. She enjoyed it, but did she want a career out of it? Or maybe something to do with plants? After so many years helping her father with his landscaping business, she certainly knew enough about them. 




  Floating music interrupted her musings. Kelsey stopped to listen as it grew louder. It wasn’t her imagination. With each day it grew more frequent, louder, and lasted longer. No one around her appeared to hear even a bit of it. Meanwhile, she found she couldn’t ignore it.




  And band practice was the worst place for it to appear, she was reminded as she suddenly realized everyone else had stopped playing.




  She stopped to find the rest of the band staring at her, some resigned, some mad, some laughing at her. At the front of the room Mr. Eckells stared down at her with a tired expression.




  "Very nice, Ms. Hale. However, it is not the song we are practicing."




  A rush of whispers and giggles broke out around her, and Kelsey felt her face grow warm. She lowered her flute and quickly said, "Sorry, Mr. Eckells."




  He regarded her for a moment, brows close together. Then he tapped his baton on the music stand in front of him, bringing it up to hang in the air above his head. "We'll start again from the top of the second page. Everyone pay attention this time."




  With a wave of the baton, they started again. This time Kelsey concentrated hard on the musical notes on the page in front of her. It took all her willpower to get through the piece. Honestly, the music she heard floating above her was vastly more interesting than what Mr. Eckells chose for their premier recital piece for the school assembly.




  After one more practice, Mr. Eckells called an end to the session. Kelsey carefully cleaned her flute as she took it apart, placing it in its velvet-lined case. Grabbing the sheet music, she stuffed both of them in her backpack.




  "Ms. Hale, may I speak with you for a moment?" Mr. Eckells called out before she could leave the room.




  Kelsey sighed as she finished zipping the backpack closed. She should have known she wouldn't be allowed to leave so easily.




  "Good going, Hale," one of the band members muttered at her as he left the room.




  Kelsey left the backpack near the door and walked back to the far corner of the room where Mr. Eckell's desk sat among a disorganized mess of instruments, books and piles of music sheets. He looked at her as he took a sip of cold coffee, setting the cup back down on a stained coaster.




  "Had a little problem today?" he finally asked.




  "I'm really sorry about that. It won't happen again," Kelsey said, holding her hands behind her back.




  "This has been happening a lot lately."




  He didn't know the half of it, she thought to herself as another long snippet of melody drifted by.




  Mr. Eckells continued, "You are a talented musician, but you lack focus. Next week is the school assembly, and I've just heard several members of the school board will be visiting. This is not the time to be so lax."




  Kelsey found herself biting the inside of her cheek. She relaxed her jaw and nodded. "I understand. I'll do better."




  "I think you need a break. Obviously, something is on your mind you need to take care of. I hate to do it, but I'm switching the solo from you to Mr. Riggly."




  Kelsey blinked several times, sure she hadn’t heard him correctly. "To a saxophone? But, this was written for a flute!"




  "We need to make a change while we still have time to practice. The saxophone may be unusual but I think it will give the piece a modern sound. I want you to take a little time to rest. Take care of whatever is on your mind. Maybe we can see about a solo at the next assembly or event," Mr. Eckells said.




  Kelsey didn't know how to respond. He knew how much she practiced for it, how much she wanted to play it. Unshed tears filled her eyes. She managed to squeak, "Okay," before she practically ran out of the room, grabbing her backpack along the way.




  She didn’t know if he called out after her, and she didn't pause to find out. She stopped in the girl’s bathroom just long enough to change out of her school uniform into a set of work clothes. Her ears roaring, she ran outside and grabbed her bike. She managed to pedal halfway across the school parking lot before the tears came.




  As she headed towards the nature park her mind raced along paths that did nothing to make her feel better. With the wind rushing past her ears, another melody caught up with her. It danced around the bicycle as she pedaled faster and faster down the paved walking trail next to the four lane street.




  Stupid music. Why was she the only one who heard it anyway? It popped up at the most inconvenient times. During tests, when trying to sleep, in the middle of band practice, when giving presentations in front of class.




  Kelsey pushed her bike through the narrow opening in the gate of the closed nature park. As soon as she arrived at the main building, she immediately grabbed a rake and started working on the front yard. Fortunately, Father remained busy in the back yard, giving her more time to compose herself. 




  A stiff gust of wind made her shiver, despite the physical activity. If it kept up, she would need the sweatshirt in her backpack. 




  Her father came by, dragging several big tree limbs behind him. Kelsey kept working as he threw them into the trailer behind the truck where the words "Hale Landscaping" in fancy script adorned the door.




  "I'm almost done. Just a quick rake," he said as he headed towards the back of the building.




  And then would come the attempt to eat dinner, if the food didn’t disappear again. Her stomach grumbled at the thought. The afternoon had been a long time for a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a few cookies to last. Maybe tonight would be one of the nights everything would be left alone? Like with the bean casserole she hated but Father insisted on cooking all the time? Why didn’t that meal ever disappear? No, it just had to be the meals she really liked.




  Kelsey opened a big black plastic bag and with her gloves firmly in place, started shoveling in the leaves. Two bags later she had the lawn finished. She loaded the bags into the front of the trailer and shivered a little. Judging by the sharpness of the air, winter wouldn’t be long in coming.




  She stowed the rake in the back of the truck, wanting only to go into her room, shut the door and feel sorry for herself. Maybe a future career would come to mind from all the misery. Somehow she didn't think she wanted to be a landscaper for the rest of her life.




  "Kelsey, could you help me with this?" her father’s voice floated out to her.




  Keeping her gloves on, she walked to the back. Several black garbage bags of debris sat ready near the back corner of the building. Reaching down, she grabbed the tops of two bags and started heaving them towards the truck. A few minutes later she returned to find he’d just finished filling two more.




  He wiped the sweat off his forehead. "Done for the day. It will be only simple cleanup for the next few months."




  "Rest up for summer," Kelsey said quietly, reaching for two more bags.




  As she did the sleeve on her right arm lifted to reveal the bracelet, which glinted in the late afternoon sun.




  No, that wasn't right.




  Kelsey dropped the bags and lifted her arm, pulling back the sleeve. The multiple inset jewels glowed in different colors. She shaded the bracelet from the sun with her body. The jewels only glowed brighter and more intense, some of them swirling with color




  "Dad?" Kelsey started to ask.




  A sharp whoosh filled the air. She instinctively ducked as a wave of hot air enveloped her. The grass, trees and shrubs bowed away from the wave.




  Kelsey jerked her head up, expecting to find a wall of flames as the source of the intense heat. Instead, a compact mass of flames descended out of the sky into the newly cleaned back yard.




  Her father grabbed her, pushing her back against the building, putting himself between her and the flames.




  Kelsey found she couldn't keep her eyes off the shape. Gold and red flames rippled around it. Finally, she picked out the shape of a bird, long graceful wings of fire calmly flapping as it descended. The shape of a streamlined and narrow head swiveled over to gaze at them, brilliant blue eyes standing out from the flames.




  One part of her brain screamed it was time to run, and fast! Another part remained calm, telling her she had nothing to fear from this creature. Instead she stood frozen, unable to do anything at all.




  Waves of heat continued rushing past. The part of her brain still working found it fascinating that despite the flames, nothing around them ignited, not even the dry dead grass.




  She looked at her father. His brow furrowed as he squinted at the creature, his body tense. But she didn’t see fear. Extreme worry, yes, but not fear.




  Kelsey turned her attention back to the creature as it landed. Without the moving wings distorting its shape, it appeared to be about the same size as her father's truck, only narrower.




  In a flurry of light the flames disappeared, leaving behind the sleek form of a bird of gold and red. A tuft of gold feathers tipped with bright red crowned its slender graceful head. The wings folded to the side, the feathers of varying shades of gold turning to red towards the trailing edge.




  The word "Phoenix" popped into her mind. A mythical bird that renewed itself among its own flames? Could this creature have inspired the legends? What stood before them could be a perfect example. She shook her head, but the image in front of her remained.




  Only then did Kelsey see a darker object under the huge bird near its feet. It stepped back to reveal the motionless shape of a man with his back to them.




  The bird stared straight at them as it rustled its wings. Her father tensed. The Phoenix's eyes shifted, and Kelsey suddenly knew it was looking straight at her.




  "A path of discovery and sorrow awaits; make your choices wisely."




  
CHAPTER TWO
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  KELSEY JUMPED at the sound of the deep penetrating voice in the silence. Father looked between the two of them, his face even more worried, if such a thing were possible.




  The bird burst into flames, sending another wave of heat towards them, launching itself into the sky with one strong downbeat of its wings. A few flaps and it came level with the roof of the building. In a blink it disappeared in a bright gold flash of light.




  Kelsey remained frozen, staring at the sky, while Father rushed towards the man laying on the grass. She took a shaky breath. A gust of wind chilled her, making her shiver from a cold both inside and outside. 




  Dad had the man turned onto his back by the time she reached them. The man breathed lightly, his eyes tightly closed. But that didn’t concern her.




  What concerned her was the fact that he didn't look human at all!




  The creature could possibly be called 'human-like' if describing the general shape: two legs, two arms and a neck and head from a central trunk. But at that point, the details differed. Tufted brown and gray hair covered the top of the head with short striped brown and tan fur covering everywhere else except on the protruding pale muzzle. The round face was relaxed, with the large oblong eyes closed, the tips of his pointy ears drooped towards the ground.




  The hand resting on his chest revealed only four fingers with short claws sticking out the tips. Kelsey's eyes latched onto the glimpse of a bracelet from under the long sleeve of his right arm. She instinctively fingered her own bracelet, seeking the comfort of the familiar placing of jewels and raised golden decorations. The bracelet the creature wore looked much simpler, of dull silver with far fewer small jewels and decorations than hers, but the main jewel in the middle looked exactly the same.




  "He’s alive."




  She finally found her voice and said, "Dad, he has a bracelet almost like mine."




  "I know." He paused, frowning fiercely. Finally, he shook his head sharply. "Your mother was one of them."




  Kelsey's head snapped up to gape at him, eyes wide. She inspected the creature with new eyes, poring over all the details. No way, it couldn’t be.




  First the food, and now this? 




  "Is this why you're so phobic about doctors? Because I'm half...whatever this guy is? But, I don't have ears like that!" Kelsey put her hands up to her ears to make sure they were what she remembered. Yep, still human ears with small post earrings in the lobes. No pointy ears, no fur.




  Her father looked up at her with a frown. "What?"




  "The ears, Dad! I don't have ears like that! Or the fur, or the nose, or muzzle or whatever you call it! And I definitely have five fingers, not four." Kelsey shuddered, her stomach roiling. Is this why he’d kept from talking about Mom for so long?




  "Is that what you see?" Father laughed self-derisively. "The illusions the Weaver bands emit can be very convincing. It must not be working with you, as you are wearing one yourself. I'm not wearing one, so to me he looks like any other human."




  "Weaver band?" Kelsey echoed.




  "His bracelet, like what you wear around your wrist. It’s called a Weaver band. I’m not sure what species he is, as I can’t see past the illusions. Weavers comprise many species and you are not of his if you are seeing non-human ears," he said. 




  Kelsey sighed a breath of relief. Then she froze. "Species? Dad, how would you know about any of this?"




  He didn't answer her. He scanned the clear sky, the sounds of birds slowly returning to the trees around them. "We'll take him to the apartment, and then you and I need to talk."




  "About Mom?" Kelsey asked anxiously.




  He merely nodded as he slipped his hands under the alien’s arms. At his insistence, she took off the gloves and stuffed them in a pocket. She picked up the legs, and they began maneuvering the creature around the building.




  Kelsey's mind turned itself into knots, making lists of questions to ask. Only once did Father speak of Mother in length. She’d found him drunk at the kitchen table in the middle of the night. In those next few hours she heard how beautiful she'd been, how smart, how they’d met at an archeological dig which included both of them falling into a muddy bog. 




  She'd had no idea her father was once interested in archeology. The one big disappointment that night had been when he admitted he didn’t possess a picture of Sue Hale. The next morning the kitchen bore no evidence of any alcohol, and she’d never seen him touch any of it again other than the odd glass of red wine. Never again to be so forthcoming.




  Except perhaps now.




  They reached the passenger side of the truck. Kelsey lowered the legs to the ground and opened the door, pulling her backpack out of the seat.




  At a groan from the creature, Kelsey froze and turned.




  The eyes of the alien opened, instantly alert. He came up swinging. Father jumped out of the way, the fist barely missing his head. Kelsey held her backpack up in front of her to protect herself.




  "Where are they? What did you do with them?" The creature yelled as he stumbled to his feet. He paused, grimacing, holding his side. "Where is this place?"




  Kelsey moved to the side, deciding she didn’t want to be trapped against the truck if he decided to attack them again. She whispered to her father as he joined her near the trailer, "He’s speaking our language!"




  "The Weaver band, it has translation abilities," Father whispered back. Then louder, he said towards the creature, "You’re on planet Earth. You were brought here, alone, by a Phoenix. My name is Richard Hale, this is my daughter Kesley. What is your name?"




  "Weaver Bonn of the Nosk," the creature responded automatically as he looked around the area.




  "Nosk?" Kelsey repeated.




  "His species," Father answered.




  Bonn's eyes narrowed as he studied the two of them. Both ears swiveled towards them. "Why would a Phoenix bring me to an Earth-variant without a tangle?"




  Kelsey and her father looked at each other. His words sounded like gibberish to Kelsey even though she understood the individual words. Her father answered, "We hoped you could tell us."




  "This doesn’t make sense. Why would a Phoenix bring me here, and not save the rest of my team at the same time?" Bonn stopped to stare down at his wrist, his eyes growing wide while the slits of his pupils narrowed. "My band! Where is my band?"




  "You’re wearing one," Father said, pointing to Bonn's wrist.




  "This is not mine! This is a band of an apprentice. Where did this one come from?" Bonn growled fiercely. 




  "You were wearing it when you arrived," Kelsey said nervously. "Maybe the Phoenix gave it to you?"




  Bonn shook his head. "He stole my band. I must find my team! I must warn the others!"




  "Warn them of me?" a deep voice asked.




  Kelsey whirled around. A tall well-built man strode toward them from a corner of the building, wearing a heavy denim jacket and dark pants. A petite dark-haired woman walked next to him, dressed in similar clothing, but so pale she looked as if she were about to be sick.




  If not for the creature loping along behind them, Kelsey would think them from Earth.




  The hairless green-mottled creature would come barely above her waist. Wickedly sharp rows of teeth appeared out of a wide grin extending almost the full width of a round face. Between two widely spaced dark domed eyes sat a flattened nose with two nostrils partially covered with a quivering flaring extension of skin. Every so often, nearly transparent skin blinked down over the eyes.




  A broad neck extended down to bony shoulders. The collar of the long-sleeved shirt was cut wide to accommodate a vertical ridge of thick scaly skin stretching from the bottom of his stubby ears to the shoulders. Small and dainty hands sported curved claws at the end of each finger. Around its middle, decorated hilts rose above plain black sheaths on a dark belt, anchoring his dark brown clothing.




  Kelsey found herself backing up against the trailer, something telling her things had just gone from strange to bad, her backpack still held protectively in front of her. Father moved to put himself in front of her.




  The man glanced at the two of them, and then dismissed them by turning his full attention to Bonn. "So, this is where you came. I wasn't finished with you."




  The man lifted his arm to show a band like the one Kelsey wore, with numerous jewels and decoration. But instead of touching the band he pushed up his sleeve, revealing a flattened mat-black box strapped higher up on his forearm. He touched the top portion even as Bonn raised his band-arm at the man.




  Pain ripped through Kelsey’s body in a vicious wave that caused her vision to go black. She fell to the ground on top of her backpack as invisible coils constricted around her chest and neck, blocking off her ability to take a deep breath.




  Kelsey managed to push her head up from the pavement. Father lay next to her with the little green alien standing over him, slipping a simple band onto her father’s right arm. As soon as it shrank tightly around the wrist, the alien retreated. Her father managed to raise his head, moving slightly closer to Kelsey.




  "Like my binding machine, Bonn of the Weavers?" the human man said.




  "Sear yourself, Professor Hadrian!" Bonn mocked. 




  Still on his knees, Bonn raised his right arm. The next second he screamed in agony, collapsing to the ground. A shiver ran through Kelsey, feeling as if she could feel some small part of his pain. 




  "You best not try that again. The binding prevents it," Professor Hadrian said. "Besides, you might damage your old band."




  Bonn struggled to his feet. He stopped at the sight of the band on Professor Hadrian’s wrist, his ears going back against his head. As he growled he bared a dangerous set teeth. 




  Kelsey struggled to get her muscles working. With her arms locked and braced against the ground she managed to get herself into a sitting position. 




  "Not that it's worth much," Professor Hadrian went on as he glanced around the area in distaste. "For an experienced Weaver band, it’s been remarkably bad at traveling."




  A wave of what looked to be amusement rippled over Bonn's face. "Yes, you do appear ill, don't you? All of you. Difficult String?"




  In a flash Professor Hadrian stepped forward and backhanded Bonn across the face. Bonn twisted to the side, collapsing to the pavement. 




  Professor Hadrian snarled at him, "How nice of your old band wanting to follow you, despite your escape from me before. You will now serve as my new navigator."




  "I will not."




  Kelsey realized the one named Professor Hadrian was walking towards her. Kicking her father out of the way, he reached down to her right arm and yanked it up, partially lifting her off the ground in the process. "I don’t know how you escaped me before, but your coming here to one of your new apprentices was not a wise move. Now both she and the human could greatly suffer for your lack of cooperation."




  Kelsey stared up at him, confused. What did he mean by apprentice? She glanced over at her father. He shook his head at her and mouthed the words ‘don’t talk’. Kelsey watched as Bonn looked from her band to her face and back again. His face then relaxed. 




  Professor Hadrian gave a short laugh. "Good choice, Bonn."




  Professor Hadrian dropped Kelsey's arm, and she nearly collapsed to the ground. She concentrated on again getting into a sitting position and then getting her legs under her. Yes, she was definitely gaining strength. Maybe enough to get away? 




  Her father didn't look as well. He sat with his head propped up, and from what Kelsey could see of his skin, it had turned a deathly pale. He whispered, "I'm sorry, I should have told you earlier."




  "Professor, perhaps we could rest for a short time?" the woman asked, speaking for the first time.




  "No, we have a mission to accomplish."




  The woman's face went even more pale. Professor Hadrian took a small object out of his pocket and pushed a button. Several chords played in a series of three descending notes, with the last so out of tune that Kelsey cringed.




  Bonn found his feet. Although shaky, Kelsey managed to get her legs working again. Her father wasn't so fortunate. He sat to his knees but each time he tried to gain his feet, he failed.




  "That is the universe we want," Professor Hadrian said after playing the chords several more times. "You, Bonn of the Weavers, will take us to the source. Oh, and a word of warning. The Binding will continue to work while traveling. If you try an escape, your death within the Strings will be more horrifying than anything you can imagine. Believe me when I say your little apprentice and human host will pay dearly for your betrayal."




  Bonn looked from him to Kelsey and her father. He glanced from her band to her face several times, with one quick glance towards Father. His ears twitched and he gave a short nod. "I assume the travel-link will still work?"




  "For you it won’t, but it will for me," Professor Hadrian said, motioning Kelsey and her father closer. 




  "Professor, the last time nearly killed us," The woman pleaded.




  "Rozelle, we will continue our journey. Time is of the essence if we are to stop them," Professor Hadrian said forcefully. She bit her lip, bowing her head. "Channix, bring them closer."




  The little green alien instantly responded to the command. Father stumbled to his feet as Channix herded them closer. Kelsey gripped her backpack, wondering if she could hit him with it and make a getaway. With the way her father looked, it probably wouldn’t work. And the binding Professor Hadrian mentioned? Would that prevent them from leaving? Considering how Bonn acted, it probably would. 




  Professor Hadrian lifted his arm with the same sort of band she wore. Kelsey then felt the most curious sensation. The bracelet, or band, on her arm shiver slightly. Through the band on her arm came the distinct feeling of a tug. 




  Kelsey shivered.




  Professor Hadrian looked up. "All of you are now linked to me. Weaver Bonn, tell your band to follow the chords."




  Kelsey had time to hear the woman whisper, "Oh no" before the world around them swirled away. Where hard pavement once existed under her feet she felt nothing. No sound, no light. She couldn't even feel Father's hand in her hand. 




  As she looked all around, trying to spot even a glimmer of light, she realized she felt closed in, as if walls were squeezing in all around her. She put up a hand, trying to feel what was around her, but no matter how she moved, she couldn’t feel anything.




  But, inside she felt something, something not of herself. Emotion. Affection. Pain.




  It came from nearby. No, not just nearby, it came from even closer than that…




  Her senses exploded back with a vengeance. Streaks and blobs of colors and light flew towards them and then zipped past. There were walls around them, or rather they were in the midst of a semi-transparent tube, the edges of it like a shimmering veil. 




  Notes, chords and musical phrases came at her from all sides as they passed by another series of colored blobs. Some sounded so beautiful she wanted to sit and listen to them for a while. 




  Then she started hearing the discords. As one brownish irregular orb passed by, the discord became so bad she tried to put her hands to her ears, only to find the sound remained just as loud. Then a blob of pink and yellow went by that sounded a lot like the sounds she’d heard at home and at school. It was then she realized the music emanated from the blobs and orbs.




  They swerved, moving in another direction, swaying close to the sides of the tubes. As they gyrated back and forth, Kelsey felt her stomach react. She looked next to her, trying to see her father, but everyone in the group appeared only as glowing shapes. The one she knew to be her father glided closest to her, glowing blues with little streaks of red.




  One teal-colored shape led them, turning this way and that through the tubes, with the rest of them following. It must be Bonn. 




  Two of the shapes were darker, one larger than the other. Then Kelsey spotted something interesting: a small dark green string stretching out to each of them, all leading to the larger dark shape. Professor Hadrian, it had to be. 




  She felt her wrist tingle. Looking down at her arm, she could see her own hand with the jewels in the bracelet glowing brightly. For a moment she could almost swear she could softly hear it whispering, but she couldn't make out any words. She felt a tug from the band towards one of the tube branches, as if it wanted to head in that direction, but Bonn headed in a different direction.




  A blob of lavenders from outside the tube fast approached, having the most interesting chords. Nearby came a familiar set of chords. She tried to place where she'd heard them before as she glanced around, trying to figure out where they were coming from.




  As the chords faded, she realized where she’d heard the chords. From the recorder Professor Hadrian played. And Bonn was heading away from them.




  They turned again, the force of the turn heavy on her body. The blob of lavender grew even larger. She could see more of the surface, and she realized the entire structure was made up with a multitude of smaller balls of color, all floating and pulsing together, rising and descending from the surface of the larger mass. 




  A moment later they pierced the outer border of the blob. She felt herself being stretched along with a sensation of falling. Her senses began to black out as the sounds became louder and the colors around her streaked by. 




  Kelsey's head spun. She couldn't tell what was up and down anymore. Sometimes she felt as though she were falling head-first, sometimes feet first, and sometimes tumbling end over end. 




  Abruptly her feet hit solid ground, her head still spinning. A cool breeze touched her face, the scent of pine lightly playing at her nose.




  Kelsey promptly bent over and threw up.




  * * *




  Bonn stood in the middle of the group of doubled-over creatures. With bitter satisfaction, he watched the human called Professor Hadrian try his best not to retch like the rest. 




  The sight of the bands of Professor Hadrian’s companions fueled his fury anew. The bands of his two teammates. Were his teammates now dead? If they weren’t, then they would be trapped on an alien world without the protection of the bands.




  He had to get to them. Which meant he first must escape this human.




  Bonn studied over the new world with a critical eye. Atmosphere acceptable, darkness falling, but nothing nearby that could help with the situation. If only he had a clue how the binding worked. 




  A fist slammed painfully into the side of his face. He fell to the side, impacting the hard ground with a muffled thud. Above him, he found Professor Hadrian’s band aimed directly at his head.




  "Explain where we are! This is not the destination!" Professor Hadrian raged.




  "I have a new inexperienced band," Bonn said, wondering if the binding would allow him to raise a defensive shield. He didn’t know what might be at the destination Professor Hadrian indicated, but Bonn determined to make sure he didn’t get there. "If I tried to travel farther, there would have been a good chance some of you may have died, instead of becoming merely ill. If you will recall, the other two in your party were already ill from your previous attempt to travel."




  "You are defying me."




  "Kill me, then. How will you travel? The little one has not that knowledge."




  Professor Hadrian glared down at him, eyes hard. The muscles in his neck and jaw tensed, the band still aimed straight at him. For a moment Bonn thought he might fire anyway.




  Slowly Professor Hadrian lowered his arm. He partially turned towards the two others in his group. "We make camp here for the night."




  "This doesn’t look like an Earth-variant," Rozelle said, studying the trees surrounding their clearing. "Perhaps a fire should be started to keep away any native wild animals."




  "Do as you think is best," Professor Hadrian said, taking a moment to glance at the surroundings with distaste.




  As Bonn pushed himself back to his feet Mr. Hale kneeled next to the young girl, asking, "Kelsey? Are you okay?"




  She lifted her head, the skin on her face showing patches of red and white. "I'm okay, Dad. Really."




  Bonn didn’t believe it. The girl looked as if she would collapse at any moment. 




  Professor Hadrian regarded them with scorn. As he turned to walk away, he threw out at Kelsey. "You call him by a family term. It's obvious he cannot be, as you are of a different species. Channix, guard them!"




  Kelsey’s face became even more ashen. Channix growled, his eyes latching onto them, sniffing at the air as he retreated to a rock where he perched, watching. Professor Hadrian continued a short distance away while Rozelle tiredly collected dead wood.




   "Concentrate on your senses," Mr. Hale whispered to Kelsey. "The feel of the air against your skin, the sound of the breeze among the grass and trees. It will help."




  Bonn didn’t know what to make of the exchanges, feeling like he was missing something vital. He turned his attention to the one called Channix, who still watched them carefully. So, the creature meant to follow his masters orders. 




  Bonn's eyes went in the direction of the human male and female. The woman called Rozelle worked at starting a small fire in a small basin she dug out with her foot, while Professor Hadrian brought out a standard Weaver tent from his band. Bonn narrowed his eyes. How did the human know how to bring items out of band storage, but couldn't travel? For that matter, how did a human know anything at all about Weavers or their bands? In his recollection, there’d never been a human Weaver.




  Rozelle finished the fire, the licking flames quickly growing as she carefully added wood. The coolness of the air filtered through Bonn's clothing making him shiver. The fire would be too far away to provide warmth for everyone. Surely, the rest of them wouldn’t be denied the comfort of basic shelter. Bonn got to his knees and motioned to Mr. Hale and Kelsey. 




  Unsure at how the binding would react, he gently touched the main jewel and concentrated. The next instant a small bundle appeared on the ground before them. But the effort hurt, although not nearly as much as when he’d tried to fire an energy burst. Channix tensed for a moment at the action, but did not leave his rock.




  Bonn noticed Kelsey watching him, with amazement clear on her face, but Mr. Hale did not. Yet, she was the one with the experienced band, not the human male. Interesting.




  Bonn quickly unrolled the bundle, pulling the blankets out of the middle. Setting the bundle containing the tent to the side, he pressed the pale circle at the edge of the tough fabric. A tent popped up, automatically anchoring itself to the ground. Bonn opened up the front flap and tied it out of the way. 




  As he worked, he kept an eye on Channix, while the little Ader did the same to him. Bonn tried not to scowl, but he’d never liked the Ader species. For such small creatures, they liked violence a little too much. The type of knife on Channix’s belt told him this one might not be a warrior, but he could still cause trouble if he chose to. 




  Above them the stars grew brighter and brighter as the sun faded, hidden here and there by high altitude clouds. With the tip of his nose Bonn could feel the night growing cooler by the moment. Considering the hardy scrub-like vegetation with trees with pointed needles and thick leaves, he guessed they were at a higher altitude. Yes, very similar to the world visited five or so cycles before.




  He wrinkled his muzzle at the standard issue blankets, wishing for the custom-made blankets he preferred to use. Only now he didn't have his original band. His ears twitched back at the thought of that disgrace. He cast a furious glare towards the other tent, Professor Hadrian and Rozelle already having disappeared inside. 




  "May we share the shelter with you?" Mr. Hale asked quietly in the silence.




  Bonn stared at the man in surprise. "Of course, I erected it for all of us."




  Mr. Hale helped Kelsey in through the front flap of the domed tent. The girl collapsed to one side, arms wrapped around her middle, her body slightly curled up. Bonn handed over one of the blankets. Mr. Hale gently pulled away the carrying bag from the girl’s arm and then tucked the blanket around her, before sitting near her to one side of the tent door.




  "Great, music and now ghosts. Make them go away. They're too loud," Kelsey mumbled, her eyes scrunched closed, before relaxing into what Bonn recognized as a deep healing sleep.




  "Kelsey?" Mr. Hale gently shook at the girl’s shoulder.




  "Let her sleep. Kelsey isn’t a typical Chisomi name." Mr. Hale didn’t look at him, but his body language said enough. Bonn sucked in his breath. "She doesn't know you are not her true father?"




  Mr. Hale glanced at him quickly and said defensively, "I am her father."




  As Mr. Hale turned away from him, Bonn shook his head at the display of possessiveness. He’d been around humans enough to know how emotionally attached they could become when they decided to adopt one as their own.




  "No more talk. Silence," a rattling, modulating voice said.




  Bonn glared at Channix, who stared intently back. Bonn wrapped himself in one of the other blankets, feeling Professor Hadrian's binding through his band, as secure as ever. How could this binding be broken?




  He closed his eyes, but not to sleep. Through his band he explored the binding, flinching when he pushed too far, resulting in a wave of pain engulfing him. 




  It would be a long night.




  
CHAPTER THREE




  [image: Image]




  TIGHT ROPES chafed at Kelsey’s wrists and neck, cutting into the skin and making it hard to breathe. Nothing stirred in the cold spartan room. No furniture, no windows, barely any light. Surely, there must be a door in the dark shadows.




  As she continued struggling with the ropes tying her hands behind her back, she strained her ears, hoping to hear something, anything, nearby. But, even the sound of her breathing disappeared, absorbed by the shadows. Her arms twinged, the muscles feeling as if they were seconds from going into cramps. 




  A whisper traveled among the shadows, similar to what she’d heard while traveling. Only in this cold, deathly silent place, she could hear it even better. A woman’s voice.




  A loop slipped off her right wrist. She jerked, trying to force her wrist out of the ropes, but the many loops and knots held her tight. 




  Still, one loop was now gone. Kelsey settled down to work on another loop when the whispering stopped. She stopped to listen, trying to find it again. The ground grew colder. She closed her eyes for a moment, resting. 




  Taking a deep breath she opened her eyes again.




  * * *




  To find herself staring into the dark gray fold of a blanket.




  Kelsey sat up, the blanket falling away. Instantly she wished she hadn't moved so fast, as the sudden movement made her eyes water and her head swim. At least her hands weren’t bound, although she could still feel the tightness of the binding. Hadn’t she been dreaming?




  The tent was empty except for her and her backpack. She grabbed the backpack, hugging it to herself, glad for something familiar. As her head cleared, she realized an odd light filtered into the tent through the door.




  "It has to be another Weaver group. With the binding, it’s hard for me to tell," someone said softly from outside the tent.




  "The little alien said not to talk," she heard her father say.




  "Channix is distracted by the same thing we are seeing."




  Recognizing the other voice as belonging to the alien called Bonn, Kelsey leaned over to peer out the tent flap. She could see the shapes of them just outside, both of them staring in the same direction. She crawled towards them, shivering as she came out into the night air, trying to see what they were looking at.




  The source wasn’t hard to find. At the top of the nearby hill a pulsing light strobed into the sky in a gentle steady rhythm. A light moving in time with snatches of music drifting in the breeze. The melody changed and shifted slowly, pieces of discord slowly fading away to be replaced with new notes. Against the glow she could make out a tall domed structure on the very top of the hill.




  "What is that?" Kelsey managed to ask.




  They turned towards her, Father immediately asking, "Are you okay?"




  "I'm fine, I just fell asleep for a bit," Kelsey said irritably. Her stomach grumbled at the indignity of being awake and empty. "What's going on?"




  "A Weaver is untangling a String," Bonn said curtly.




  "A what?"




  Before Bonn could answer, they heard Professor Hadrian shouting for Channix. Channix perked up from the rock he still sat on. Professor Hadrian stood in front of his tent as Rozelle also climbed out. He gestured, and apparently understanding what he meant, Channix stood up, shook his body in a violent shiver, and then loped towards them.




  "We go," Channix said, motioning them towards the Professor.




  With her father's help Kelsey managed to get to her feet. Bonn rose in one fluid motion. Kelsey kept close to Father, still unsure of Bonn.




  "What about the tent?" Father asked.




  "We go!" Channix said fiercely in a manner that made his words hard to understand




  Okay, scratch that. Bonn wasn’t as threatening as the one called Channix. Kelsey clenched a hand around the strap of the backpack even tighter, deciding not to leave it behind. If the little alien came at her, she wanted something to put between them.




  "If I didn’t know the binding keeps you from sending out a message, I would think you summoned someone, Weaver," Professor Hadrian said calmly with a glance towards Bonn when they caught up. "Shall we see who our guests are? Perhaps one of them has a band which functions better than yours."




  Kelsey saw Bonn's ears go back at the comment, although he didn't say anything. In the darkness, she could see the band around Professor Hadrian's wrist glowing in the dark.




  "Channix, your group will follow behind us," Professor Hadrian said as he led the way up the hill.




  As they climbed the steep incline, Channix started chattering, making no coherent words at all. Kelsey turned her head back at him, finding him pointing towards the sky. She looked up to see distant streaks of gold and yellow flames against the sky.




  "Ah, look, Rozelle, we have company," Professor Hadrian said in a sarcastic voice. 




  Rozelle looked up and cringed. "The Phoenix themselves. Do they mean for this world to fall as ours did?"




  "Fear the Phoenix?" Bonn asked, turning away from the sky at them. "How telling."




  "Do you see only pretty lights in the sky?" Rozelle swirled around at Bonn, her dark hair wrapping around her face, her body rigid, hands in tight fists. "I see death and destruction."




  "Then you do not truly know the Phoenix," Bonn said.




  Professor Hadrian glanced back at them. "Do you believe you know who and what they truly are? Do you ignore the damage and destruction they reign down into the Universes, onto worlds and suns? In truth, you know nothing. Be silent."




  Kelsey glanced back up at the Phoenix as they circled in the sky. One disappeared in a streak of flames. She wondered if they were friendly. It sounded like they saved Bonn from Professor Hadrian initially, but then she and her father ended up prisoners as a direct result.




  Her mind went back to the words the Phoenix spoke just before it disappeared. Changes, oh yeah, that happened, but what choices? With the binding she was a prisoner, she didn’t have any choices to make. What did it mean by that, anyway? Maybe Father had been right to look so worried to see it appear.




  She glanced at him as he helped her through a thick patch of brush. Which brought up another question. How did her father know about the Phoenix in the first place? Her mind immediately went to the lists of questions she’d wanted to ask him about her mother. Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of her own band. The center jewel shined as brightly as Professor Hadrian’s.




  As they hiked farther up the hill, Kelsey began to question the wisdom of bringing the backpack. Channix remained safely behind them. Her legs still felt shaky and the backpack was getting heavier and heavier by the second. She shifted it to her back, settling the straps across her shoulders.




  "Do we need or want more people in our group?" Rozelle asked so softly Kelsey could barely hear it. "They will slow us down."




  "It’s not the people, it’s the bands," Professor Hadrian answered.




  Obviously Bonn heard. Kelsey was starting to enjoy the little twitches and dances the ends of his ears did in time with his emotions. Probably like her blushing.




  The light from the top of the hill suddenly ceased. It took a few minutes for Kelsey's eyes to adjust to not having the soft glow to help light the way. In the meantime, she stumbled over practically every rock, limb or uneven piece of ground in the vicinity.




  A small half moon emerged over the far mountains, casting a soft glow to the surroundings. Above, the last of the Phoenix spiraled out of sight. She stumbled again as a line of sharp minor chords flew through the air above her head.




  Channix hissed sharply. But, his attention not on them, but on something up the hill.




  No matter how she squinted and searched she couldn't see what he could be looking at. A movement against a light colored rock helped her to find the shapes. No wonder she'd had trouble seeing them, they were rather low to the ground. Then she realized whoever they were meeting walked on four legs. More aliens?




  Tripping over a hidden log, Kelsey grabbed onto her father’s arm. He put a strong arm around her back, helping her find her feet. As she got up she saw Bonn's ears were completely laid back. Somehow she knew that meant something bad.




  Professor Hadrian turned to Channix. "Keep them here and silent. We will return shortly."




  Her knees aching, Kelsey looked for a place to sit down but prickly shrubs and trees covered the ground. Turning around, she could make out in the moonlight the small clearing where they’d made camp and the pinprick of red of the dying campfire. To her right the trees grew taller, and beyond those she could see the night shimmer of a lake. Music continued floating around her, strained and tense notes she couldn’t help reacting to with uncomfortable shivers.




  A flash of light from behind her accompanied by a loud resonant snap made her jump. Kelsey whirled around just in time to see another flash of light coming from the arm of Professor Hadrian. The burst of energy plowed into the dirt and soil further up the hill.




  Channix growled low in his throat but remained where he was. Another light appeared at the dome, pulsing and surging frantically into the sky. Growing first bright and then faint, alternating colors as it did, it surged into the scattered light clouds. 




  Chords filled the air from all directions. First off key, but with each surge, coming more and more in tune, the melody growing more intricate. The light above the dome ceased, and with it the melodies began to fade. 




  And then, she felt the snap. A rush moved right down into the center of her body and then radiated outwards. It echoed back from the band on her wrist. She breathed in deeply, overwhelmed with relief. The invisible ropes were gone!




  Professor Hadrian knew it as well. He turned towards them and raised his arm, yelling down the hill, "Keep them restrained!"




  Bonn shoved Kelsey violently to the side as he raised his own arm. She saw the flash of a brilliant pulse of energy as she tripped and then tumbled off the side of the steep hill. 




  Her ears filled with the loud crashing of her own body as she fell, skidded and rolled through and off of trees, bushes and rocks. She felt like a pinball with vertigo, not knowing her direction, but feeling the pain of each new encounter with an outside object.




  With a splash and a hard bump that knocked the breath out of her, she landed face down in frigid water. Scrambling to her knees, she felt something moving on her head. She swatted at it, and a small dark body jumped off with an indignant croak. It landed in the water and scrambled onto a rock, looked at her and croaked at her again.




  Suddenly, she couldn't help but start laughing.




  Kelsey stood up and shook her hands, moving to one rocky bank. It was then she realized the water was running off her dry skin even though her clothes were soaked. Yet, she could feel the sense of water on her bare skin, but when she rubbed two fingers together, there was definitely no moisture there.




  A howl of pain echoed down from the hill. Through her band she felt the tug of Professor Hadrian’s Binding Machine.




  Terror welled up from her band, overcoming every conscious thought in her head. She had to get away from the machine!




  Her legs began running away from the hill, carrying the rest of her with them. In a few strides she splashed across the stream, disappearing into the forest.




  * * *




  A well-formed shield lit up around Professor Hadrian’s body with a speed that shocked Bonn. Bonn’s energy burst deflected harmlessly off the surface. 




  Bonn threw another energy burst despite his shock. How could a human know how to erect a shield with that much power?




  A body slammed into Bonn from behind.




  As he fell, Bonn realized his mistake. He'd been so intent on attacking the Professor, he’d forgotten about his loyal servant. Face down in the dirt, he struggled to free his right arm while trying to get the creature off his back. He heard Mr. Hale yelling at Channix. Bonn tried to spit out the dirt in his mouth to tell the silly human to get away as fast as possible.




  As a ripple of pain shot through his body, he realized it was too late. Once again he felt the tightness through his band, extending around his neck and chest.




  "Let him up!" Professor Hadrian said angrily. Immediately, the weight on Bonn’s back disappeared, but he stayed where he was for a moment, catching his breath. "Where is the girl?"




  Bonn rolled over, pleased to find the girl nowhere to be seen. Now to only hope she had enough wits about her to get to another String point to send out a message. "I have no idea. Did you lose her?"




  "Get up!" Professor Hadrian ordered.




  Bonn rose to his knees, wiping the dirt from his face and the front of his shirt. Channix hovered behind him with his short hunting knife drawn. Professor Hadrian began moving back up the hill, the rest of them slowly following. 




  Through his band Bonn could feel an exhaustion that echoed his own. Two shots, and already the band was spent. The yearning for his old band grew fiercer.




  Professor Hadrian came to a stop near a light colored furry ball. Bonn’s heart sank at the sight of the light blue aura of light surrounding the motionless creature.




  Rozelle hovered over it. "Perhaps if you used the binding machine? It might wake it up so we could retrieve the band."




  "It binds through the band, and I want this one pristine. It could be what is wrong with the one I wear now," Professor Hadrian said.




  "Are there other Weavers around?" Rozelle asked, worriedly glancing back at the domed structure.




  "No, Jitnee Weaver groups rarely have more than two. Searching for the other, Bonn? It's now dead, much like the other members of your team must be by now," Professor Hadrian said, watching his reaction.
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