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  For so long, Kelsey Hale didn't know what she wanted to be when she grew up. Now she did, with a bone-deep certainty.




  A String Weaver.




  Which first meant learning about her Weaver band. It thrilled her. To think she'd worn it all her life without knowing the amazing things it could do, all while it waited until she became old enough to handle the mental connection.




  That waiting ended when Professor Hadrian kidnapped her and her father from Earth. Now, on a twilight world of war-damaged cities, she intended to make up for lost time.




  Kelsey's band loved every minute of it. Awake and attuned to her, the band responded as never before. At the moment by helping her find Ariana hidden behind the slab of a collapsing wall.




  "Found you," Kelsey said with a grin as she peeked around the edge of the slab.




   "Even faster than last time. You are catching on." Ariana emerged from the concealing shadows on paws with stubby fingers, moving daintily through the rubble littering the floor. Her cat-like ears twitched. In humor or irritation? Or something else? Her thick tail didn't relax, telling Kelsey today's lesson was far from over.




  Such a better mood than the week before when it seemed Kelsey could do little right. She hadn't meant to slow down the team or cause them to loose ground to Professor Hadrian. Nice to have Ariana not hold it against her now that they were actively training.




  Also nice to have Ariana helping Thalen with her training. She'd turned out to be a rather good teacher who loved to teach using games, such as the game of tag they played now. Something Kelsey appreciated, as the fun way of learning helped her remember how to do things easier.




  Kelsey stepped away from the slab. "I like to think I'm a fast learner. What do you have for me next?"




  The glint appearing in Ariana's eyes told her she probably should have said something different. Ariana took one lap around Kelsey's legs, before stopping in front of her, one paw raised as if to take another step.




  "So sure, are you? Well, connect up to your band. You'll need all the help you can get this time." Ariana gave an excited laugh before disappearing with a soft flash of blurred light into a Shift.




  Something else she couldn't do yet on her own. Travel by herself in the Weaver fashions of Jumps, Phases, and Shifts, which they used to travel across Universal Groups, Universes, and even areas within a single Universe.




  Like Ariana had just done. Shifting from one place to another somewhere on this world. Considering Kelsey was still just learning, it would be somewhere in this city. The question was where.




  "Ariana is having a great deal of fun with this," Indigo said from her left wrist. Indigo's shape as an indigo-colored band might make an unlikely shaped friend, but he was another thing for which she remained thankful to have. A friend always with her. Another treasure left to her by her mother, along with her Weaver band.




  "Hey, I'm learning stuff. That's all I care about," Kelsey said.




  Kelsey mentally connected to her Weaver band. Its warm welcoming presence enveloped her mind, happy to play the complex game of hide-and-seek Ariana was using today to teach how to detect fine-point directions through her band. It was a skill they all needed in the chase after Professor Hadrian.




  Professor Hadrian. She shouldn't have thought of him. They should go after him now. Surely he was as recovered from the attacks by the String Eaters as Bonn. If he were awake and well, then there was only one thing he would be up to.




  Looking for more Phoenix Eggs.




  Through the connection with her band, she sensed the three Phoenix Eggs sitting in storage. They sat close together, singing away, softly emitting energy. Still no signs of strain from her band, thank goodness. Not like Thalen's band, which had been able to hold only one Phoenix Egg for a short amount of time before rejecting it and throwing it out band storage.




  She also sensed Ariana appearing out of the Shift somewhere nearby. Not in the same building, but perhaps in the next one.




  Kelsey moving down a narrow hallway as her and her band worked to further define the direction. Down a level, across to another building. No, still not right. Kelsey adjusted, patiently working with her band to detect more.




  Ariana was right. Using the buildings to practice three-dimension tracking allowed her to learn how to use the technique in a way that doing it over a flat surface would not have.




  Ah. Ariana wasn't staying in one place this time, but moving fast from one spot to the other to throw her off. Kelsey picked up the pace, moving out of the building, through a covered corridor, and into the building where her team had been camping. Down another level, and then another, and she knew she was getting close.




  The problem was, Ariana moved fast on all four feet when she wanted. Kelsey would have a hard time keeping up if she intended to make this difficult.




  Sensing Ariana moving to the other side of the building, Kelsey adjusted her path to one that would take her straight through. The hallway ended in a circular room in the middle of the high-rise where she found Captain Delphi Winters reclining in one of the intact chairs.




  Most likely again recharging the gauntlet weapon on her left forearm with the remains of the solar energy the building generated, even though she'd said she fully recharged it the first few days.




  "Another test?" Captain Winters asked as Kelsey moved through the room.




  "More training," Kelsey said, not bothering to stop. Captain Winters didn't like chit-chat, and to be honest, Kelsey was still wavering on if they could trust the woman who wanted two Phoenix Eggs back from Kelsey's band.




  The speed she'd gained by changing directions threatened to disappear because of the virtual maze through the portions of wall, consoles, chairs, and other equipment of the now-dead city.




   "I won't help you by telling you where she went." Captain Winters propped her boots up on a damaged control console. A pale red light gleamed at the center of the round table at the very middle of the room, showing the solar cells were still producing power today.




  Silly of her. Of course the remaining functioning solar arrays were producing. The planet was tidally locked, with the human city sitting in the twilight area between the light and dark sides. Which meant the sun never went down below the horizon.




  "I didn't ask." Sensing Ariana breaking into a run, Kelsey broke into one of her own, moving out of the control room and into a hallway on the opposite side.




  The dark hallway with no lighting didn't remain dark for long. It broke out into what once would have been an enclosed balcony. A restful place protected from the winds blowing past as nature attempted to equalize temperatures and pressures between the light and dark sides of the planet. Many of the protective clear sides of the buildings no longer existed after the attacks the city suffered after the human evacuation.




  It wasn't the winds that stopped her on the threshold of the balcony today, although the gusts were strong enough to worry her. It was the odd shapes blowing along in the wind.




  Looking like big inflated upside-down wrinkled paper bags with a squid-like body hanging out of the bottom of it, the Rells filled the sky. Another swarm, or would it be flock? Moving in their back and forth migrations between the dark and lights sides, always hunting for food. She'd tasted the sting of their tentacles. She wasn't interested in feeling them again.




  If Ariana thought she would consider going outside right now in a mindless pursuit, she was nuts.




  "I would prefer you did not go outside at this time," Indigo said, echoing her inner thoughts.




  "No chance of that." Kelsey turned around to head back into the building, only to find Ariana sitting at the edge of the shaft of light angling into the hallway.




  Both her ears and the end of her tail twitched slowly, the corners of her mouth turned up. "Okay, fine, close enough."




  "Were you going to go out there?" Kelsey asked, thumbing towards the Rell aerial swarm.




  "Absolutely not. I saw what they did to your arm." Ariana rose and turned towards the inside of the building, dust swirling up from the floor at her movements. The wind reaching into the building kept it airborne and moved it further inside. "I'm thinking of a different lesson for the second half of the day."




  "I vote for something new that uses a different part of the band," Kelsey said as she followed. Something new to learn about her band to help her use it better. So she could stand against Professor Hadrian with a chance at success. No matter how small that chance.




  Ariana stopped in mid-step, her head angled to look towards the ceiling. At the same moment Kelsey felt something through her band. A deep throbbing. Insistent, and not something to be ignored. Something her band immediately paid attention to. It didn't hurt, but it possessed a sense of urgency to it.




  "Ariana, my band is doing something new," Kelsey started as she rubbed the multi-jeweled top.




  "It is a Weaver emergency beacon," Ariana said, before yelling down the hallway, "Captain Winters, get back to the others!"




  Before Kelsey could ask any questions, Ariana Shifted, taking Kelsey with her.




  Kelsey was so unprepared for the Shift that she tripped and fell on their arrival. Bonn and Thalen were already on their feet, rapidly packing the camping equipment.




  Oh, not good. Definitely something going on. Kelsey automatically went for her own gear. "Will someone tell me what is happening? What emergency beacon?"




  "Another team is in trouble. They are calling for help. We must be fairly close to hear it this strongly," Thalen said. He brushed his sandy-colored hair out of his face, swallowing hard.




  Probably remembering his own time trapped in nearly uncontrollable Shifts and Phases for years without help. Until Kelsey and Ariana stumbled onto him when they were trying to free Bonn, her father, and one of Ariana's former teammates from Professor Hadrian.




  Strange and dangerous things could happen out in the world of the Strings, the energy links between Universes.




  The ability to send out an emergency call sounded like a good thing to know. Especially with all the trouble they'd already been in. Kelsey finished folding her bedding as Captain Winters ran into the room. "If this beacon-thing is in the band storage, I want someone to show me where it is."




  "After we Jump and deal with the issue." Bonn passed his band over his small tidy pile and the gear disappeared. He really did look so much better than when they first arrived. Large oblong eyes alert. The short pointy ears on the top of his head swiveling around as if trying to catch each sound passing through the room. Even his brown and gray fur had a healthy gloss to it. "When a beacon goes off, any Weaver team within range responds as fast as possible. Right now, that means us."




  And hope that none of the others responding were from the Weaver Council who might want to take Kelsey back so they could try to remove her mother's band again. She didn't say it out loud. She didn't need to. The others knew of the risk to Kelsey's band.




  Just as she knew that if other Weavers were in trouble, they would respond. No doubt, despite the risk.




  In short order all of the supplies were gathered, readied, and placed in band storage. Captain Winters even helped, although Kelsey noticed she watched the rest of them carefully. She also did not look pleased. Hadn't looked pleased ever since they replaced her tattered clothing with standard issue Weaver band clothing. Kelsey didn't really blame her for that. Only grays and dusty-blues made for boring clothes, even if their loose fit was comfortable.




  Which was why, with the help of her band, Kelsey played with the colors of her own cloths. Today they consisted of deep blues and aquas.




  Kelsey's band hummed with excitement, as did she. Off again, only this time not in pursuit of Hadrian, but to help Weavers.




  Bonn checked over Captain Winter's temporary band, a simple plain band in contrast with the wider and more jeweled bands of the typical full-time Weaver, nodding in approval. "Travel-link is still strong."




  "Since we are about to travel, perhaps you would be so kind as to drop me off at my world first?" Captain Winters asked, her bright blue eyes regarding Bonn steadily. She then leveled her gaze on Kelsey. "And return stolen property, of course."




  There it was. Kelsey knew it would come sooner or later. The insistence of returning the two Phoenix Eggs found on Captain Winter's world, which now resided in her Weaver band. Not that Kelsey intended to return them. Professor Hadrian would just return and take them again.




  "We have no intention of breaking the promise to return you to your world," Bonn said, motioning Thalen and Ariana closer. From the slight narrowing of Captain Winter's eyes, she must have also caught the lack of mentioning the Eggs. "But first, we deal with the emergency."




  "Time for you to shut down," Kelsey said to Indigo. "I'll wake you up when it's safe."




  "Understood. Shutting down," Indigo said. His solid dark blue outer color changed to varying bands of blue, indicating he'd shut himself down so he could safely transverse the Strings without damage. Which took care of the last of her few precious belongings.




   "Ariana takes travel lead. Get us there as fast as possible," Bonn started. "Everyone else, keep your eyes open. Be ready for anything once we come out of the Jump. We do not know what situation we are going into. Kelsey, ready your shields. Thalen, find the closest small Strings when we arrive in case we need to Shift fast."




  All of which sounded right. Bonn was setting each of them to their strengths. The problem was, Kelsey hadn't fared all that well the last time Bonn was in total control of his team. Too much focus on the hunt for Hadrian to the exclusion of all else, including the safety of the team.




  The others didn't appear so worried. Even Thalen looked excited about what they were about to do. Well, other than Captain Winters, but she hadn't been happy about any of them since Hadrian and then her team appeared on her world.




  Bonn's ears twitched with as much energy as Ariana's. "Kelsey, I would prefer you know how to Shift out of danger in this type of situation, but obviously, this is not possible. You will have to depend on us for travel and use your shields as needed. You are to stay with Captain Winters and protect her if necessary. Ariana, I want a full training link with Kelsey for this travel so she can observe how its done. She's ready for the additional sensory load."




  Ariana grimaced at Kelsey. "She might be ready, but her stomach might not be."




  "Pay attention to what Ariana does and how. How her band responds," Bonn said as Kelsey felt something in her band click as Ariana rubbed at her own band. "First you observe. Later we will begin practice."




  "I'm ready," Kelsey said firmly. A chance to start learning to travel, with Bonn viewing her as ready? No way would she let the chance go.




  Ariana inspected each of them, and then with a firm nod of her flattened cat-like face and a twitch of the end of her tail, announced, "Prepare for Jump!"






  
CHAPTER TWO
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  Back in the Strings again.




  The Universes themselves, always moving and passing through each other. Universal Groups, the groupings of Universes, looking like mingling soap-bubbles. Ahead of them ran both large and small Strings branching off into all directions, like flowing rivers and streams of energy.




  The colors, the movement, and yes, even the sounds… it was like coming home.




  Kelsey saw it all with her own eyes, while also feeling it through the new teaching-link running between the bands. The way Ariana's band pulled them up the String away from the Universe. Of the way Ariana used her band to increase and decrease their speed, and of the way she turned. Through the smaller Strings between the Universes and then into the larger ones leading outside. With the teaching-link, she could see and experience an entirely new dimension of it.




  The throb of the emergency beacon increased in strength as they exited the Universal Group where they'd taken refuge from the String Eaters. Ariana slowed, as if expecting a String Eater to appear from any direction. Yet, no matter what direction Kelsey turned, she couldn't see one dark spot that might indicate one.




  Good. That was one thing they didn't need.




  She also noticed how healthy everyone looked in the Strings. Each of them radiated a slightly different color, but each a unique shape that told her who each one was. Bonn was the largest. Ariana the smaller. Easy to tell Thalen and Captain Winters apart, too, even without using her band. Not a tinge of gray or red among them.




  Ariana's band increased power and as a result the group raced away from the Universal Group they'd now visited twice. Away from the Rells and the damaged human cities sitting in the twilight band around the tidal-locked world. She really hoped the new world wouldn't have the winds they'd had to put up with during their stay.




  Ariana pulled them down a new String, increasing their speed. The Universal Groups raced past them, not allowing Kelsey any time to enjoy the scenery or the sounds. Probably best. They should be concentrating on the reason they were out here, anyway.




  With that in mind, Kelsey tried to figure out the direction the emergency beacon came from. Not easy, as she couldn't hear it with her ears. Only her band, and the bands of the rest of her team, heard it.




  A screech ripped through the Strings. Kelsey slapped her hands over her ears even though she knew it wouldn't help. All the bands in the travel link reacted, broadcasting worry and concern. Even Captain Winter's simple travel-band.




  From Bonn and Ariana's bands came the furious working of pinpointing the source. Which turned out to be coming from somewhere directly ahead.




  Her band didn't have any trouble figuring out what made the sound. She'd heard it before. Up close and personal.




  Somewhere, a String snapped.




  She knew what else that came with it, and she soon spotted the tell-tale signs coming straight at them down the main String.




  She detected worry and uncertainty from the others through the bands as well as the colors their individual shapes changed. Which then settled into grim determination. Ariana didn't divert their direction. They continued to head straight for the energy surge bearing down on them.




  Kelsey knew the reason why. The call of the Weaver emergency beacon was growing stronger, and with it, the urge to get to the destination as fast as possible. Somewhere beyond the surge. Her band reacted to it the same. Must get there. Must help.




  Okay, fine. They were going to head straight into a surge. She'd learned how to do a few things in the Strings after the String Eater attack.




  She started building slowly, finding that the shield affected their momentum and required Ariana to use more force to keep them moving forward at their regular speed. Through her band, Kelsey could sense the shield warping from its usual round shape to something more streamlined.




  It took a few tries, but she managed to work with the shape, making it even more pointed. As the surge grew closer, Kelsey increased the strength of the front portion.




  The yellow and white front wave of the shield rolled down their String. The brightness blinded her.




  Their forward velocity shuddered to a near stop as the surge hit them head-on. The energy bow parted and then rolled past, roiling and spinning as it did. Pretty shapes and swirling bright colors, but not so nice if it hit a body directly. Even with the shield her skin prickled as if ants were crawling up and down her arms and legs.




  The surge buffeted them from one side of the String to the other, but Ariana kept them moving forward. Kelsey's shield held, but she had to bring into play power gathered off the Phoenix Eggs in her band.




  Smaller waves of energy hit after the first one passed. Smaller, but Kelsey kept the shield up until she saw no more coming towards them.




  The moment she dropped the shield, Ariana surged ahead. Kelsey didn't think it a coincidence that they were heading for the very same Universal Group where the surges emanated from. A Universal Group now singing a rather sour song, as if fingers were misplaced on a musical instrument. If a Weaver team was having problems, a Universal Group with a major problem seemed like a good reason for it.




  What she didn't expect to see were the streaking flames of the Phoenix moving in and out and around the Universal Group. At least four of them, and maybe more. It was hard to keep track as they moved so fast in and out of the blobs of the individual Universes.




  If the Universal Group was bad enough to need the help of the Phoenix, then they were in real trouble. Kelsey checked through her band to make sure it still felt well. Who knew what trouble they might find there.




  Like the ghostly forms of people stuck traveling through Universal Groups in Phases and Shifts like in the one they found Thalen. She didn't look forward to going into that sort of situation.




  Ariana slowed as they approached, feeling out each of the Strings leading into the Universal Group. Through their travel-link and learning-link, she felt both Ariana and her band feeling out each option, sensing things Kelsey hadn't known before.




  Such as how strong and stable each String was. One String didn't pass the inspection, so they passed it by. Another felt too taunt.




  All the while, the Phoenix continued to rise to the surface and then dive back down. Something about their movements made Kelsey uneasy. Even their colors didn't seem right.




  The Universal Group hummed in one long chord before settling down to a new song. Not as sour as before, but one fast paced and almost breathless in tempo. One that threatened to overcome the emergency beacon.




  Ariana came around the arc of the Universal Group towards another main String leading down into its core. Kelsey studied the same way she felt Ariana studying it. Steady energy flowed through the String, and with it came the sound of the beacon.




  Ariana turned the group to head straight down it. As they did, a flash of flame appeared to the right. With Ariana focused on tracing the beacon to a specific Universe, Kelsey's attention moved to the new source of light.




  The source turned out to be an orange and black Phoenix rising up from the middle of the Universal Group and turning towards them. With it, the small String it had been traveling on grew larger, glowing brighter with the energy of the Phoenix flames billowing around it.




  Again, her unease returned. It wasn't her imagination. The creature was not only looking straight at them, but also flying down the String on a collision course. A new String formed behind it as it headed for them. Through the travel-link, the discomfort from the others over what she was seeing increased.




  As Ariana moved them closer to the surface of the Universal Group, so the Phoenix closed in on them. For once, Kelsey wished Ariana would pick up speed. She tried to send a sense of urgency to her.




  Responding to it, Ariana shot them forward. The speed of their flight gave Kelsey the sensation that they were going to impact the surface of the Universal Group. A flash of red and yellow flame passed by just behind them as they entered the swarm of Universes.




  Kelsey's mind flashed onto memories from her dreams. Of red, yellow, and black flames coming at her mother. Even the loud scree the Phoenix gave as it passed behind them reminded her of the Dark Phoenix.




  Did a Phoenix just attack them?




  Kelsey tried to look back to see if it followed them, but the tangle of small Strings inside the Universal Group and the Universes themselves made it pretty much impossible. Ariana continued her head-long pursuit of the beacon, switching and turning through the small Strings of the Universal Group in a way that beat any roller-coaster Kelsey had ever ridden.




  Her stomach woke up with an uncomfortable gurgle, reminding Kelsey of her stomach troubles at the end of Jumps was not over by a long shot. She turned to face forward and concentrate on what Ariana was doing in order to help calm it.




  It helped a little. If she concentrated on the information feed between the bands and not on the visuals of careening through the Strings.




  How the band and Ariana chose the directions didn't really make sense. Were they feeling their way down a particular String before taking it? Kelsey wanted to know how that worked. Ariana couldn't 'see' in the Strings like Kelsey. None of the others could.




  One more pulse of the Weaver emergency beacon and Ariana zeroed in on the direction. So did Kelsey and the rest of the team. Ariana made the final turn and began the descent.




  A descent just as fast as their String travel. Here it came. The part Kelsey never looked forward to it.




  The landing jarred her legs. Ariana kept her balance, of course, as did Thalen, but the rest joined Kelsey on the grassy ground.




  "Are you always this rough in your travel?" Captain Winters complained as she climbed to her feet.




  "We have an emergency, remember?" Ariana said.




  Kelsey remained on the grass and moss-covered ground while the others stood up, waiting for her stomach to calm down. Stupid thing. After this much travel and it still decided to get sick after Jumps? What kind of a String Weaver was she?




  Through the links with her band, she didn't need to look up to know the others were tense, and that Ariana had activated her shield and charged her band to fire. That was enough for Kelsey to push down a stomach threatening to empty itself and look up.




  To find three Weavers, all of them pointing their bands at them as if ready to fire. Including Quacen, the orphan from Sanctuary who tried to help the Weaver Council take her band away.




  Kelsey scrambled to her feet, preparing her own shield, while also sending the signal to Indigo to start up. The stiff breeze added to the chill she felt inside. Weavers should not fight Weaver.




  "You are the group who sent out an emergency beacon, are you not?" Bonn asked, stepping in front of Ariana. "I am Bonn of Rogwar, a senior Weaver. We are responding."




  "I never thought I would have to ask this, but how can we trust you are who you say you are?" A dark-haired Chisomi woman at the front of the team demanded, her arm still aimed straight at them.




  "Indeed. We've been fooled once. We won't again," the taller older Chisomi beside her said.




  "This is ridiculous," Ariana said, the fur around her neck fluffing. "Did you need help or not? If not, we have our own problems to take care of."




  "Such as being attacked while traveling here?" Captain Delphi asked. She rubbed the back of her neck while looking at the sky. "At least, I think that's what happened."




  "That wasn't usual," Kelsey said quietly towards her.




  "Is anything your team does usual?" Captain Delphi asked.




  Kelsey couldn't argue with that. She doubted there was a Weaver team anywhere like theirs. Three different species, two wearing bands that came from relatives instead of those given new. One hunted by the Weaver Council, one having survived a Universal Group with who-knew how many people once caught in Phases and Shifts, and Kelsey being able to handle Phoenix Eggs.




  "You're right, we're different," Kelsey started while Bonn tried to talk to the other Weavers again.




  Then she stopped, because she realized she could hear something else now other than the Weaver beacon and the sound of birds in the forest beyond the clearing where they'd landed. Something she couldn't believe she didn't hear on their way in. She always heard their singing, why not for this one?




  Kelsey stepped to the side and tugged at Thalen's arm. "There's a Phoenix Egg here. A really strange one."




  But, Thalen didn't look down at her. He didn't even acknowledge that Kelsey spoke. He just kept staring at the other team with his dark-green eyes wide. He didn't wear the expression of someone alarmed, but instead surprised.




  Kelsey didn't see anything about the other team to be surprised at, other than running into Quacen. Just her luck to run into the one person she'd had so much trouble with at Morono's Foundlings Home.




  "By the moons of Kree, is that you, Sam?" Thalen asked right over Bonn's third attempt to identify the team.




  The woman faltered, her eyes moving away from Bonn and narrowing. The band-arm quavered as her eyes went wide. Then the arm dropped and she took a step towards him.




  "Activated," Indigo said from Kelsey's arm. "What is the current situation. Have we found the team in distress?"




  "Maybe," Kelsey whispered, wondering if she should step between the woman and Thalen in case she still intended to attack.




  The woman was pretty, with her dark hair caught up in braids encircling the back of her head. Although about the same height as Kelsey, she was more muscular and with wider hips. Even in her confusion, the woman carried herself with confidence.




  "Sam?" The tall older man asked, his eyes going nervously from Bonn to the woman and back again.




  Thalen took a step towards the woman, a smile playing on his lips. Kelsey stayed with him, ready with a shield anyway.




  "Do you two know each other?" Ariana demanded, her nose wrinkling up. "Either we are needed here, or we aren't."




  Thalen's smile grew bigger, and he glanced towards Bonn before returning his attention to the woman who was staring up into his face. "This is Samanya Agara, an old friend."




  "Thalen Grey?" Weaver Samanya asked. She blinked rapidly several times and cleared her throat. "You're dead."




  "As you can see, he's very much alive," Bonn said. "Now, what is the problem?"




  Thalen's smile turned into a grin. "Indeed I am. How are you, Sam?"




  The woman's eyes narrowed before she lifted her hand. Thalen's face jerked to the side as a smack resounded through the air.




  "Alive? Where have you been?" Weaver Agara demanded, getting right up in his face. The other two on her team lowered their bands. "Do you know how long I've mourned your death? Did you think this was another funny joke to play on the people who knew and loved you? Another silly rebellion?"




  "Rebellion?" Kelsey echoed, frowning at Thalen. "Please tell me you weren't like that when you were young."




  Thalen rubbed his cheek, the smile gone although his eyes still carried a happy gleam. "Oh, I was about as bad as they came."




  Not something Kelsey wanted to hear. The other two might have lowered their bands, but Kelsey didn't like how Quacen glared at her. As if he still wanted to fire on them, or more specifically, on her. How much had he been taught now? Would it have very much power behind it?




  "For the record, it wasn't his fault. He was trapped in an uncontrollable Phasing and Shifting state in the Universal Group we found him in," Kelsey said. She still had a shield ready to go up, but the way the woman was gazing up at Thalen, almost crying, she didn't think she would need it.




  "That makes no sense. But then, you rarely knew what you were talking about," Quacen said.




  Oh yeah, Quacen sounded the same. Doubting anything Kelsey said, his opinions were only right. She resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at him, but couldn't stop herself from replying, "As if you know everything that can happen out here."




  "Not now," Bonn said before turning his attention back to the other Weavers. "Now that we have ascertained identity, perhaps we can move on to the reason we are here?"




  "Weaver Shavee Jordis," the tall man said, stepping forward with a typical Chisomi bow. "Yes, we sent the beacon. We are under attack by another Weaver team. One that appears as one of us."




  Ariana's ears drooped. "Oh no."




  Bonn ears went forward and his eyes narrowed as he studied a group of nearby trees. "Now that I can focus, I sense Hadrian here."




  "And I sense a Phoenix Egg," Kelsey said, pointing in yet a different direction.




  Ariana gave a disgusted sigh. "With an unprepared Weaver team between them. No wonder they needed help."






  
CHAPTER THREE
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  Kelsey frowned. "I don't understand this. I sense the Egg, but not Hadrian. Is he close?"




  "Close enough that my band wants to erect a shield," Bonn said, then growled deep in his throat. "When did the human attack you?"




  "I don't know of any human, but the Chisomi who attacked us arrived shortly after we did." Weaver Samanya gestured for them to follow her, turning to walk swiftly back to a nearby pile of boulders. "We found a String on the verge of snapping. It took all of us to fix, and that's when it happened. We felt a sense of power somewhere nearby. We tracked it here and found a Phoenix Egg. Can you believe it, a Phoenix Egg? Out here?"




  "Not so amazing. Several were lost when Jaenos became cut off from the rest of the Universal Groups," Kelsey said.




  She ignored the expression Quacen threw back at her, but the one Weaver Shavee gave her concerned her. She was used to her team at least listening to her viewpoint and considering it, even if they chose not to believe it. Now, with a new team, she wondered if she should wait to say anything at all.




  "I have not heard of this. Is this new information?" Weaver Samanya asked.




  "The Phoenix have not confirmed it as of yet, but it appears to be the best explanation as of this time," Thalen said. "Where is the Phoenix Egg? You said you found it?"




  "It is in the direction your young member pointed," Weaver Samanya said. "We tried to retrieve it, but that was when we were attacked. And, there was a further complication."




  On the other side of a larger boulder Kelsey spotted a figure laying on the ground, wrapped in a typical Weaver blanket. Another Chisomi, this time a man with a streak of blond through his medium-brown hair. He opened his eyes as they approached, with pain and weariness clear to see.




  Kelsey's stomach gurgled again in sympathy. "Hadrian got a good shot."




  "It was more than your "Hadrian," whomever he is." Weaver Samanya knelt next to the man. "This is Weaver Royken Niri, our team leader. He tried to retrieve the Phoenix Egg. Royken, this is the team who responded to our emergency beacon. We have a confirmed identity."




  The man tried to sit up, but quickly gave up.




  Bonn knelt next to him, introducing each of them in turn before saying, "We are on a special mission to deal with both Professor Hadrian and the Phoenix Eggs. Rest here with your team while we take care of the issue."




  "Guardians?" Weaver Royken asked.




  Uhoh. Even his voice sounded weak. And Guardians? Who were they?




  "No, we're not Guardians. We're a special team formed by Queen Delayne to address a threat of Sanctuary itself," Bonn said. Kelsey hid a smile. The answer completely by-passed the Weaver Council, yet still made them sound official. "Anything we should know before we engage?"




  "The male Chisomi, he holds a band of incredible power. The same with the Phoenix Egg. One touch and my band almost shut down." Weaver Royken took several deep breaths with his eyes closed before he continued. "Do not touch the Phoenix Egg."




  Bonn glanced at Kelsey, an expression of concern yet also of measured determination. Kelsey checked her band and the Phoenix Eggs already inside it. So far, her band had been able to handle any she'd put into it, but this sounded like a new type. The others had been able to handle other Eggs for short amounts of time, but maybe not this one? Which meant her skill with them was about to be put to the test in a way as never before.




  "Stay here, stay on guard. Professor Hadrian is more interested in the Phoenix Egg than your team," Bonn said. He glance up at Weaver Samanya. "Is anyone else on your team injured?"




  "No, none of us touched it. We do have a trainee among us we need to keep out of any confrontation," Weaver Samanya said with a nod towards Quacen. "I see you have a trainee yourself."




  At first Quacen frowned in irritation at the attention, but then it turned into a mean smile with Kelsey getting labeled the same. 




  "Kelsey may be still training, but she is a fully active member of the team," Bonn said, the words bringing a return to Quacen's sour expression.




  "I'm still not picking up Hadrian," Ariana said, tilting her head from side to side as she looked around at the wall of forest surrounding the clearing. "Yet, my band is fully active."




  "I can't sense either Hadrian or the Egg," Thalen said. "It must be something about this world, interfering with the sensing range of our bands."




  "Makes sense," Kelsey said. "Bonn's band is attuned to Hadrian, mine to the Phoenix Eggs. Otherwise, we might not sense them, either."




  "I'm surprised he doesn't have this Egg yet," Thalen said, searching the tree-line through narrowed eyes. "Unless he is having trouble finding it, as well?"




  "The Eggs Hadrian has will be reacting to the Egg here. If he doesn't know where it is right now, he soon will," Kelsey said. She stopped, noting she was the focus of attention of everyone on the other team again. She bit at her lip, promising herself that she would watch her mouth a little more around the group, especially a team with Quacen on it. "Where was the Egg when you found it?"




  "I threw it. Accidental reaction. It's in the water." Weaver Royken gestured in the general direction Kelsey sensed the Egg.




  "Oh great. Water again," Kelsey mumbled. Hopefully these waters wouldn't contain the creatures like those the last time she had a dunking. The ones who tried to drown her.




  Ariana cocked her head. "Can anyone on Hadrian's team swim?"




  "We don't give them the chance to try," Bonn said, standing up. "We block him and get to it first."




  The expression on Bonn's face worried Kelsey. It was of the same sort as when they first left Sanctuary. A species of great hunters with tremendous abilities to focus on their quarries. Great for a hunt, but it also resulted in trouble for Kelsey and the entire team when left unchecked.




  Such as Kelsey being left alone when she still didn't know how to Shift or Phase on her own. Of not getting even the simplest of training right at first that could have helped prevent Kelsey from making a few disastrous mistakes. The one with the bad String repair still made her shudder. Sure, it wasn't really her fault, but when Bonn fainted, it had all been up to her. If she could have connected up to her band properly, maybe she could have interfaced with it well enough to do a decent repair without snapping a String and a Universe out of existence.




  And now they were on the hunt again.




  Weaver Samanya stood up. "We will help in whatever way we can. Quacen, you stay with Royken. Use your shields if you have to, but otherwise stay hidden and ready."




  "I assume I will remain behind, as well?" Captain Winters asked. Her lips pressed together. "I wouldn't mind a little payback."




  "Quacen might need your support," Bonn said. "It will take all of us to take on Hadrian now that he has so many Phoenix Eggs."




  "Accepted. I will stay." Captain Winters settled her gaze on Kelsey, "Get to it first. Perhaps with this one you will not feel so attached to the two who belong to my people."




  The new Weavers cast curious glances in her direction over the comment, but as Bonn didn't seem inclined to explain, neither did she. Just leave it to Captain Winters to bring it up whenever possible.




  "If Kelsey can help, I can help," Quacen said, folding his arms over his chest. "I've been training."




  "It is not a request, it is an order," Weaver Samanya said, a hit of steel appearing in her tone in a way that reminded Kelsey of Morina at the Foundlings Home at Sanctuary when dealing with a misbehaving foundling. "Stay with our team leader and protect him."




  Quacen opened his mouth as if to argue, but her attention had already shifted back to Bonn. Kelsey stayed right next to him, trying not to watch or look at Quacen.




  "Simple plan," Bonn said as he turned his attention to his own team. "First objective: keep the Phoenix Egg away from Hadrian. Second objective, if we are able: Remove Hadrian's stolen band."




  With Bonn's words, part of Kelsey's apprehension eased. Bonn wasn't focused only on his stolen band and Professor Hadrian. Maybe the injury he'd received by Hadrian in the battle in the underground city had taught him a few things, too.




  "Stolen?" Weaver Shavee repeated, his eyes wide.




  Bonn's expression darkened, the corner of his mouth baring to show teeth. "Yes, stolen. From me."




  "And not a Chisomi, either," Thalen added. "He is masking himself as Meiri Thorien's long-dead son. He is human, but don't make the mistake of believing he doesn't know how to use a Weaver band."




  "Knows how to use it all too well," Ariana said with a growl.




  Weaver Samanya shook her head. "Human? But, how did he learn how to use it?"




  "I am detecting movement of large bodies in the forest," Indigo said. "I believe Hadrian and his group are on the move."




  "No time for explanations at this time. All of us except Ariana and Kelsey divert Hadrian and his group," Bonn continued. He glanced down at the small display Indigo produced just above his surface showing three moving points not far away. "Kelsey, go after the Egg. Ariana, protect her back."




  Ariana looked as upset as Quacen. "And I wanted another go at Channix."




  Bonn gave a faint smile. "I'm sure you'll have your chance later. Kelsey, when you have finished, return here to the injured Weaver. Protect him if you have to while the rest of us corral Hadrian."




  Back to where Quacen waited? Not something Kelsey wanted to do, but she nodded her agreement. Maybe all the adult experienced Weavers together could get the band to separate from Hadrian's wrist even with the strength of Phoenix Eggs behind it.




  "Aren't you putting a little too much hope on someone who doesn't even wear a legal Weaver band?" Quacen asked as he settled on the ground next to Weaver Royken. Looking nonchalant, but Kelsey knew better. Especially on this subject. "Kelsey shouldn't even be a Weaver."




  Kelsey went rigid with cold fury tinged with worry. She should have known Quacen would say something like this, but right before going out into what was sure to turn into a battle?




  She wanted to scream so many things right back at him, yet the flood of words and phrases rose up at once and mixed into a mental nonsense. She couldn't find any words at all. Tongue-tied at a time like this? It made her fume even more, further rendering her mute. Instead, she just stared daggers at him while he continued his smug glare back.




  "Two stolen bands?" Weaver Samanya asked into the silence as she stared at Kelsey.




  "My band is not stolen," Kelsey said a little louder than she intended to. She rubbed the top. The band responded with a rush of affection. She should look each of the other team in the eye, especially over this issue, but found she could only stare down at her band.




  "Indeed it is not," Bonn said. "This is not the time or place."




  "And I thought I said inappropriate things when I was your age," Thalen said. Kelsey couldn't help the small smile from slipping out.




  Weaver Samanya gave a short laugh. "Oh, you were just as bad."




  "Kelsey, do you have a lock on the Egg location?" Bonn asked.




  "Yes sir," Kelsey said quickly, forcing herself to look up at him.




  He regarded her steadily before nodding towards the forest. "Then go. And, be careful. Do not touch the Egg if you believe it's a danger to you. I'll trust your judgement to know if it is or not."




  The words helped calm the anger Kelsey felt at Quacen's words and attitude. She'd proven herself to her team, and that was all that mattered right now.




  "Right." Kelsey turned away from the group while Bonn spoke to the others about the plan to take back Hadrian's band and why his band was so powerful.




  Ariana padded along next her, her tail swaying back and forth as she moved. "I am so glad you are not so obnoxious."




  "Just inexperienced?" Kelsey asked, not able to keep from saying it. She pushed an evergreen limb out of the way so she could stay on the small animal path winding through the mature forest. A forest that could easily be on an Earth, right down to the smell, if not for the giant insects hanging upside down from some of the higher tree limbs. Things she definitely didn't want falling on her anytime soon.




  "Okay, yes, sometimes that part is annoying, but all of us start there," Ariana said as they gained the trees.




  Which was more than Kelsey got when she was in the middle of making such big mistakes and getting ignored by the rest of her team such a short time ago. Still, this was now, that was then. She was learning. Ariana had helped and been pleased with her progress.




  Now to keep it up.




  Kelsey picked up the pace. Sometimes she felt like she picked up where Hadrian was, and then the sense would disappear. It made her feel blind. Hadrian or one of his team could sneak up on them at any time and they would have little to no warning.




  "Are you picking up Hadrian now?" Kelsey whispered.




  "Only a trace now and again. I think the issues in the String are affecting us. It may get better as we move away from the landing String," Ariana said. She glided from shadow to shadow, her blue and gray stripes merging with the dappling of the vegetation and sunlight. "However, I can smell Channix. They must not have covered their scent. Not surprising, if they believed they were dealing with a different Chisomi team."




  "Did you just insult our noses?"




  "This is to our advantage," Ariana said, moving forward without skipping a beat. And without apologizing. "He may not be able to sense us, either. And if you are having trouble tracking the Egg while having so many Phoenix Eggs, then so will Hadrian."




  Good point. It made her feel a little better as they moved through the forest. But the fact Ariana could smell Channix meant the other team was nearby. With Kelsey's luck, they would stumble right into each other and end up in a huge fire-fight.




  "Fortunately, I am fully functional. I will warn you before they draw near," Indigo said. The hovering display appeared over his dark blue surface again.




  Ariana moved ahead into the brush. "Warnings are good."




  Kelsey's nose picked up something in the air. A subtle hint of salt, but definitely there. Her suspicions were confirmed when they came out of the forest right at the edge of a small rocky beach.




  "Salt water again? How many changes of clothes are in a Weaver band?" Kelsey stared out at the gentle waves, trying to suppress the memory of the water creature that had tried to pull her down on a different world not all that long ago. "Or do I need to do laundry in a stream or something?"




  Ariana paused at the edge of the sand with Kelsey. "Don't be silly. The bands clean your clothing when you put them into storage."




  "I wish I had known that before."




  Ariana gave her the toothy equivalent of a Jitnee smile. "You know now. Can you get the Egg?"




  Kelsey looked up and down the beach angling down to the water. No one in sight and nothing breaking the surface of the relatively smooth surface. Her band didn't think anything here was dangerous, but it hadn't warned her about the creature that tried to drown her, either.




  Right in front of her, a short distance from shore, sat the Egg. She couldn't see it, but she sensed it. The Eggs in her band vibrated in excitement from the vicinity. For a brief moment her band locked onto Hadrian before losing it again. He was getting nearer, despite what the others might be doing. Knowing it pushed her forward despite her worries about what may wait for her under the surface of the water.




  "I can get it, if it doesn't move," Kelsey said, stepping far enough for the water to lap over the top of her boots. "Indigo, be ready for anything."




  "If it helps, I do not sense large creatures nearby," Indigo said. "A scan also indicates the beach remains shallow for some distance before dropping off substantially."




  It would be nice to be able to wade down to it. She moved deeper into the water, liking how the boots kept out the water even after it came over the tops. Too bad the clothing wasn't as water-proof. Her boots may be dry inside, but the rest of her legs weren't.




  Ariana paced along the water-line, splitting her attention between Kelsey and the trees lining the rocky beach. Kelsey tried to concentrate exclusively on the water, moving steadily towards the Phoenix Egg while watching out for anything approaching from under the surface. She knew she was being ridiculous. Indigo would warn her if anything came too close, but the memory of globe eyes staring up at her from under the surface just before pulling her underwater remained strong.




  The sound of two energy blasts split the air. Flocks of birds along the shoreline lifted into the air, crying out in annoyance and alarm.




  "Hurry up," Ariana shouted.




  "I am," Kelsey shouted back, trying to get her legs to move faster through the resistance of the water.




  The water rose to the middle of her calves, and then her waist. She lost sight of the rocky bottom, making it harder for her to judge where to step. The top of a round rock rolled her foot to the side. Kelsey went down in a frantic waving of arms.




  "That was not my fault," Indigo said as Kelsey sputtered back to the surface, about as close to laughing as she'd ever heard him.




  Now she was coated with salt water, despite the band's bio-field keeping away any microbial nasties in the environment. She pushed the wet hair off her face, disgusted. Okay, fine. Already wet, clothes already coated with sand. While she was getting closer to the Phoenix Egg with each step, the water was also getting deeper.




  "Going for a swim, Indigo. Keep those scanners going," Kelsey said.




  Before he could reply she dove down into the water and started to swim. It didn't feel right with her boots still on, but she didn't find that they weighed her down at all. Behind her, she heard other band energy blasts, and then an incoherent shout. No sense of alarm from Ariana through their travel-link, though, so Kelsey kept going.




  And then she was above it. The Eggs in her band quivered at the proximity of another Phoenix Egg. The water vibrated with a song just out of the range of her hearing. With it also came the sense of how powerful this one was. It radiated energy. Her band expressed curiosity about it, but not alarm. She hoped that meant she could handle it.




  Kelsey treaded water above it, taking several deep breaths. "Be ready with a bubble of air, Indigo. When I touch it, I might not be able to handle it, either."




  "You believe it is dangerous to you?" Indigo asked.




  "It has a lot of raw energy. It's already hurt one Weaver." Kelsey didn't know if she should approach the Egg in a different fashion, if there was such a thing. The last one she'd found didn't like to be handled at all, and Phased across Universes all on its own.




  "I detect movement towards the beach," Indigo said.




  Which meant the fighting was closing in on her, and Hadrian would do anything to get this Phoenix Egg. No way did she want him to have one with this much power. If he figured out how to harness the raw energy, no one would be able to stand up against him.




  Kelsey took a big gulp of air into her lungs and dived down. The cool water enveloped her entire body as she kicked down to the close ocean floor.




  Kelsey sensed the Egg just below her. Yet, despite the relative clarity of the water, she couldn't see it. Phoenix Eggs usually glowed with their inner power. No glow came from among the coral-encrusted rocks on the ocean floor.




  Instead of using her eyes she turned to her other senses and band. Through the sound of the waves she thought she caught the subtle singing of the Phoenix Egg, but it wasn't enough to pinpoint direction. So hard to hear this one.




  And so it turned to her band and the Phoenix Eggs stored inside. Like playing hide-and-seek with Ariana before, she connected to her band and used it for her eyes. As her lung-full of air began to run out, she pushed herself along the rocky bottom with her hands, using her band to guide her to the prize.




  It must be close. She'd been right over it when at the surface. One breath from Indigo's bubble of air around her face enabled her to keep going. Just a little more. Her band and the stored Eggs told her. So near.




  Her skin tingled with the halo of energy surrounding the lost Egg. Just as she was about to push up towards the surface, her hand connected with a smooth rounded shape. Her fingers shivered with the power. The Phoenix Eggs in her band jumped.




  And then they all calmed. The Phoenix Eggs inside the band and the new Egg relaxed, all winding down to a lower energy level, but still higher overall than before. It was enough that Kelsey could grab it fully in her hand. She flipped her orientation, and with a firm push off the rocks she shot towards the surface.




  Kelsey broke into the fresh air and took a long deep breath. She kicked around until she was facing the shoreline. As she did, there came the sound of more fighting, only this time much closer. She saw movement among the trees. No idea if what caused it came from her side, Hadrian's, or a local wild animal.




  All she knew was that she couldn't see Ariana pacing along the shore waiting for her any longer. Which meant she was in the trees being her stealthy self while hunting Hadrian. Or, more likely, Channix.




  She couldn't reach the bottom with her feet this far out, and she couldn't swim very well while holding something in her hand. That meant she needed to store the new Egg, despite the worry the raw energy might overwhelm her band.




  "The fight is moving closer," Indigo said. "Channix has reached the shore."




  Yep, Ariana would be going after him. Kicking to keep herself on the surface, Kelsey took another deep breath and just did it without more thinking.




  Her band protested at the storing, finding the energy emissions objectionable. Kelsey almost brought it right back out when the Egg started settling in among the other Eggs. The Eggs jostled themselves, almost as if squabbling with each other for the best positions.




  In the end, they settled. The new Egg in the middle with the others around the edge. With it, the energy from the new Egg diminished even more. Both Kelsey and her band looked closer, surprised at the change. The energy still flowed, but somehow the Eggs kept it among themselves. Maybe the other Eggs were absorbing the extra energy?




  The loud snap of an energy blast snapped Kelsey out of it. No time for curiosity. She had it successfully stored, and there was a fight going on. She needed to get out of the water where she was a sitting duck waiting for someone to fire on her, and to shore where she could properly protect herself.




  With wide and deep strokes she started swimming for shore, ignoring the ocean bottom when it rose high enough for her to stand. She could swim faster than wade. Only when the tips of her fingers touched the rocky bottom at the bottom of a stroke did she bring her feet under her. Ariana appeared out of the forest right in front of her as she waded out.




  "Hadrian is here. Take cover," Ariana said, backing towards her while keeping her head pointed in the other direction.




  The same direction Hadrian appeared a moment later at the very edge of the beach.






  
CHAPTER FOUR
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  Kelsey couldn't see Professor Hadrian's expression from this distance, yet she knew she would be dead if they could kill. The fury radiated from him, even at this distance. He had his band-arm raised and pointed at them, but didn't fire.




  Kelsey experimented with a shield that took in both her and Ariana, pleased to find that the new Egg didn't interfere with the ability. He appeared well recovered after the encounter with the String Eaters. Enough to get past her best shield? They may soon find out.




  "Channix to the left," Indigo said.




  "Meiri to the front," Kelsey whispered as Meiri appeared next to Hadrian. The slight form of the Weaver was unmistakable, as was the defensive posture the woman took by starting to put herself between them and Hadrian. As if Hadrian wasn't able to protect himself.




  "Channix is retreating," Indigo said.




  "They're getting ready to Jump," Ariana said. "We won't be able to follow."




  "Right. They go off to find another Egg, and we take care of the Weaver team. I hope Hadrian doesn't get the idea to use this as a diversion in the future." The very thought gave Kelsey the shivers, one that had nothing to do with her water-soaked clothes.




  Ariana glared back at her. "You had to say that out loud? Don't even think about things like that."




  "Hey, he's smart enough to come up with it on his own, isn't he?" Kelsey demanded.




  "Unfortunately, yes." Ariana's tail moved in annoyance as she turned back to regard the reforming team. 




  Bonn appeared further down the beach. Kelsey sensed Thalen moving in their direction fast. Channix appeared next to Meiri just as Weaver Samanya appeared out of the forest between Kelsey and Hadrian. Just as fast, Hadrian's group disappeared as Meiri sent them traveling towards their next destination.




  "And, this fight is over," Kelsey said, shutting down the shield.




  "We have other concerns." Ariana turned back to the forest.




  Kelsey hurried before she lost sight of her. It didn't take long to return to where Captain Delphi and Quacen waited with the injured Weaver. The others arrived soon after.
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