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  The power of universes fit in the palm of a hand.




  What Professor Hadrian wants with the Phoenix Eggs, no one knows. What Kelsey Hale and her team do know: They must find and secure them first. Before he can harness and use the raw power contained within. The lives across many universe, including theirs, depend on the team coming together like never before.




  Kelsey’s rare talent may turn the battle around. If her teammates will believe it exists.
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  KELSEY HALE discovered a new lesson in life after a series of hard landings: The saying "it could always be worse" never made reality any easier to deal with.




  Her stomach complained after the first and second landing. By the third, it just gave up. All of it made even more miserable by knowing everyone on the team was watching.




  "I guess we should be thankful it didn't happen on the first landing?" Ariana asked while Kelsey braced herself against a tree as she bent over.




  Intense heat quickly penetrated Kelsey's skin, increasing her physical discomfort. She could see a sandy brick house next to her and a raised bed of greenery among the barren sand and dirt everywhere else. Hopefully, it hid her humiliation from the natives of the planet. Natives who might be concerned at the four of them appearing suddenly out of nowhere, representing three different species.




  Kelsey struggled to get control of her stomach. If they needed to move out of the area fast she needed to be ready.




  Bonn growled somewhere to Kelsey's left. "I’m not picking up other Weavers."




  "Meiri didn't rest very long," Thalen said. "Although, who would want to stay here?"




  "Another Earth," Ariana said, fluffing up her fur. "Quite a simplistic one, isn’t it?"




  "Earth?" Kelsey's head popped up, almost setting her stomach off again. She and Thalen might fit in considering how much each of them appeared human, but Bonn and Ariana were another matter.




  The narrow dirt road lined with primitive homes made out of sand and dirt bricks looked different from anything she was familiar with. The occasional tree sheltered the scorched ground while farm animals wandered about. Further down the road, she could see the roof-lines of more elaborate buildings. Over all of it a merciless sun beat down out of a cloudless sky.




  No people at all. No one to see the cat-like Ariana who sat near Kelsey's feet, her large paws with short stubby fingers digging into the dirt. Bonn with his striped brown and tan fur and expressive oblong brown eyes and pointy ears. No way would either of them fit in on the Earth she knew.




  Ears which were completely erect over his head and twisting and turning at the noises coming from the animals around them. Bonn turned his gaze to Kelsey, his eyes narrowing. "Will this be a regular occurrence? We do not have time to rest."




  "I can’t help it," Kelsey managed to say. She wanted to say a lot more than that, but thought it prudent to keep her mouth closed as much as possible until her stomach calmed down.




  "For someone who could handle the Sanctuary Egg with little effort, it’s surprising simple Jumps bother you." Ariana jerked up on all four legs, turning towards the far ornate buildings, bristling. "A group is fast approaching."




  At first, Kelsey couldn't hear anything except the buzz of insects and the noises coming from various farm animals lounging in the road. Then she picked up a rhythmic beat.




  She pushed away from the tree as the rhythm turned into a fast-approaching thunder. Thalen backed away from the road. Bonn took Kelsey's arm and pushed her into the dubious shade of the building next to them.




  "Shouldn't we leave?" Kelsey asked, not at all ready yet for any kind of a confrontation. "Professor Hadrian isn't here anyway."




  "We do not know if he is here or not. He may have Shifted to a new location. I am searching," Bonn said, his eyes squinting unfocused in his concentration.




  Kelsey's band passed on no such information, but perhaps Bonn's band could detect Hadrian from further away. She hoped so, otherwise their mission to capture or stop him might be in danger.




  Yet, after all the Jumps they hadn't yet come close to Professor Hadrian other than the few glimpses Kelsey had been able to see when both groups were in the Strings in close proximity. With each failure Bonn grew more tense and terse, taking them from one Jump to the next without rest.




  "Can you handle another Jump soon?" Ariana asked, the fur along her backbone standing on end.




  "Of course I can. I won't hold us back." Kelsey meant it. Even if she could barely stand, she wouldn't keep them from the chase.




  "Good, because we may need to," Ariana said.




  In a cloud of dust and sand, armored men on horseback tore by. Among the flash of color and metal were several tall banners with bold red and black marks, held up on long poles. In the distance she heard several blasts of a horn.




  The group disappeared as fast as they arrived, leaving Kelsey's mind spinning. None of the weapons she'd glimpsed could be classified as 'modern,' making her wonder just what kind of Earth they'd landed on. Somewhere on the Asian side of the planet, to judge from the marks on the banners, clothing, and skin color of the men on horseback.




  A sense of uneasiness settled on her. She should be glad to be back on an Earth, any Earth. Yet, she wasn't. This wasn't her Earth. She shouldn't be here.




  As the dust began to settle a few people peered out their doors after the riders. A child in rags ran out the door of a house, chasing after one of the chickens.




  A woman cried out, "Shih Qin, the Xiongnu are in the city. Let the creature die in the streets. Better the chicken's neck than yours!"




  The child stopped, eyes suddenly wide with terror. He turned and ran back into the house. An elderly man emerged long enough to drag a goat back into the house before solidly closing the door behind him.




  "Take cover!" an elderly woman in the hut across the street hissed at them from a cracked doorway. "Loulan is to be fought over again. To stay in the open is death!"




  The woman slammed shut the door. Around them other doors and window shutters slammed shut. An uneasy silence settled over the deserted street.




  "These people are terrified," Ariana said as another distant horn sounded.




  "Something is happening." Thalen ran a finger around his shirt collar, sweat appearing on his forehead. "Truthfully, I would not mind leaving this location."




  Kelsey shifted uncomfortably, the heat not helping her comfort level. "Judging by the weapons I would say a battle, if not a war."




  "Professor Hadrian is not here," Bonn said suddenly, his ears laying back against his head as his muzzle wrinkled in disgust. "I cannot find any trace of them. We will have to try again. Prepare to Jump."




  Kelsey stood up straight and took a deep breath. She found herself wishing for the safety of her bed on Sanctuary, despite the looming threat of the Weaver Council. No, no point in pursuing those thoughts. They had to stop Professor Hadrian, and her needs must be placed second.




  She took another deep breath and steeled herself, still waiting to be pulled into the Strings. She watched a bird hop along one of the thatched roofs, waiting for the scene around her to distort. The bird fluttered off to be replaced by a flock of smaller gray birds.




  And still no jump. Kelsey refocused on Bonn. Had he found Professor Hadrian within the Universe they stood in after all?




  Bonn's sharp teeth showed as the muzzle bared back in a fierce expression. "My band has decided it is too tired to continue traveling!"




  In the distance the rhythm of horse hooves returned. Ariana turned her head up at Bonn, her own muzzle twitching and curling back against sharp teeth. The tip of her thick cat-like tail swung violently as she shifted on all four feet. "Couldn't your band pick a better place to tire out?"




  Kelsey inwardly cringed as Bonn whirled on Ariana. A rant about his stolen Weaver band would surely follow.




  "We don't have time for this," Thalen said, stepping between the two. "Bonn, perhaps this is a signal for us to rest a short time. Professor Hadrian will have to do the same soon."




  "No, we continue the hunt for the worm." Bonn glared down at the bejeweled band around his right hand. It still had only a few stones in it in stark contrast to everyone else's which sported many. However, in the stark light of the sun Kelsey thought she could see where another jewel might be growing. "This would not have happened so early with my original band."




  The trumpets grew louder, and then the shouts of men. Kelsey cringed at the other noises filtering towards them. Noises that told her the two sides had met and were in battle.




  "I don't think this is a safe place to shelter," Kelsey said, rubbing her own band. She liked the idea of a rest, but not where they stood now.




  The many jewels on the surface reassured her, as did a soft emotion of assurance emanating from it. Bonn's band might be brand-new, given to him by the Phoenix when they first rescued him from Professor Hadrian's attack on Bonn's Weaver team, but she had a fully mature and experienced band. And Kelsey had more than enough skill with a protective shield. The swords, clubs, and other weapons she'd seen with the men on horseback would not be able to penetrate it.




  "I agree with Kelsey," Thalen said, looking off towards the sounds. "This isn't a safe place to remain."




  "Then I'll lead this time. My band is well rested and fully capable to lead a Jump," Ariana said, moving to the center of the group. "Bonn, I'll need to work with your band to track Professor Hadrian."




  "You can do that?" Kelsey asked before she could stop herself.




  Ariana eyed Kelsey out of the corner of her eye and flicked the tip of her tail. "Of course it's possible. The bands can communicate with each other and naturally with the right sort of travel-link, so can we. I will make the Jump. Bonn's band will only track Hadrian."




  Kelsey pulled at her shirt, trying to get a little air to her skin while Bonn and Ariana went back and forth on the logistics of the Jump. She should have known Ariana would display some attitude about what she didn't know, making Kelsey all the more determined to learn more.




  "Ready for Jump!" Ariana announced.




  
CHAPTER TWO
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  KELSEY BARELY had time to take a breath before they were pulled into the Strings. Her skin quickly cooled to a comfortable level, giving her relief from the heat. Back in the Strings. Just what Kelsey needed.




  Ariana led them out of the Universal Group at a much faster pace than Bonn traveled, at first leaving Kelsey feeling on edge. The densely packed Strings within the Universal Group connecting each of the individual Universes together left her uneasy and her stomach in turmoil. She hoped she would get better as time went on.




  But, once they were out of the smaller Strings near the Universal Group the open space of the larger Strings helped her relax. The familiar shapes, colors and sounds of the Strings felt good on her nerves.




  Ariana slowed, wavering from one side of the String to the other, as if deciding which direction to head. Probably searching for Professor Hadrian. Kelsey took the pause to try to feel the new connection between Ariana and Bonn's bands, but to her band it felt like any other linked Jump.




  Probably another case of experience would allow her to sense more. She couldn't wait for the day.




  Time to enjoy herself a little bit before the landing once again reminded her that she wasn't as accustomed to Jumps as she wanted to be. The colors of nearby Universal Groups continued to amaze her in their diversity. The mostly transparent sides of the Strings allowed her to see all of it. Melodies reached out to her from all sides, each originating from nearby Universal Groups, pleasing her ears with the music.




  Or, at least she tried to enjoy the music.




  The melodies sounded wonderful, but she felt unsettled despite everything appearing and sounding normal. She could hear the regular soft background hum when they traveled past any large Universal Groups. Another hum came from small blobs of color drifting down the Strings.




  Ariana turned into a smaller String, following it for a short time before turning into yet another. Kelsey's Weaver band softly emitted emotions that went back and forth from contentment and nervousness. She knew where the nervousness was coming from. Kelsey could now see the telltale colors of Professor Hadrian's group in the distance.




  Although, could that be all? The insides of her ears felt like they were itching. She didn't recall that ever happening before in a Jump, even when chasing Professor Hadrian. Great, all she needed was a new Jump side-effect.




  Ariana slowed again, to the point Kelsey wondered if she might be lost. Professor Hadrian didn't look very far away. Maybe Ariana was having a hard time figuring out which String to take?




  A surge of energy flowed down the String, bringing with it a sound of annoying static that made the insides of her ears itch even fiercer. Ariana quickly turned down a String. In a few more turns, they were headed towards Professor Hadrian again.




  Kelsey looked behind them but couldn't see anymore surges of any sort. Another problem with a String, perhaps? Maybe one was about to snap? There were a few Universes in the general area that sounded as though they could use the attentions of a Weaver.




  The itching in her ears spread to include the very tips of her fingers. Okay, now it was getting annoying. Kelsey searched everywhere she could, trying to pinpoint what could be causing it. She even studied the small blobs of color floating past them just in case any might be clinging to her.




  Nope, all clean. The blobs completely left them alone, bobbing along past them at a leisurely pace, being blown wherever the String might take them.




  Ariana surged ahead, doubling and then tripling their former pace. Kelsey turned her attention forward just in time to see Professor Hadrian's group disappear into a magenta-colored Universal Group. The Group itself sounded like the Strings inside were doing fine with only the occasional sour chord.




  Kelsey scratched the tips of her fingers with her fingernails, trying to make the tingling go away. Ariana swerved back and forth between several Strings at a pace reminiscent of her usual speed.




  The Universal Group loomed in front of them. Kelsey took a deep breath and prepared herself for traveling the smaller and more tangled Strings within the Universal Group, and the stomach upset that usually followed. Maybe she could concentrate on the nice melodies of this Universe enough to keep her stomach under control?




  Wait. How did she miss it before? Right in front of her, in the midst of the Universal Group sat a small melody of a different sort.




  She automatically knew what it meant. With the realization also came nervous tension, knowing Professor Hadrian would be after the same thing.




  The images of the Strings and the individual Universes spheres within the Universal Group blurred and shook. Kelsey closed her eyes, the shapes and movements doing no good for her stomach. She felt the sensation of confinement as Ariana began their descent into a specific Universe.




  The feeling became overwhelming, pushing the air out of her lungs. As she started to worry about the String Ariana chose, she felt ground under her feet.




  Kelsey's eyes popped open as she took an uncertain step to the side in an effort to keep her balance. She reached out to steady herself, her hand coming in contact with a curved surface which her hand automatically curved around.




  "For a moment, I thought you were going to stop in the middle of the String," Thalen said to Ariana.




  "Bonn's band is tired, so the link-delay was even worse than usual," Ariana said, sitting down on her haunches. "Still, we made good time. Professor Hadrian is here, somewhere. Couldn't have landed much before us."




  Opening her eyes, Kelsey realized she'd braced herself with the help of a railing. Just on the other side of the railing rose a wide window of a transparent material that didn't feel like glass under her testing hand.




  "We finally have a chance at him," Bonn said, surveying the area. "Everyone, stay attentive."




  Ariana sniffed at the air, but her unfocused eyes told Kelsey that she wasn't seeing anyone near them. "They are nearby, stationary. Perhaps taking a short rest? They have been constantly on the move since we started this hunt."




  "It's hardly surprising," Bonn said. "Hadrian is devoid of sense on practical matters such as resting a band. My old band is surely suffering at his abuse of it."




  "But Meiri is not so devoid of knowledge of such issues," Ariana said, her eyes focusing on Bonn.




  "Meiri is mentally unbalanced. Do not count on her to act rationally," Thalen said. "Does anyone see them?"




  They stood in an enclosed balcony extending far out to the right and left. Just outside the huge windows stretched a flat platform filled with gray and red vehicles the size of busses. People swarmed around the vehicles and in and out of an area just below her. Kelsey put her head against the window but couldn't see what might be below to justify so much attention.




  Red and white lights blinked along the edges of the platform drawing attention to the world beyond.




  A world of rolling hills and plains spreading out in all directions with sharp mountains punctuating the distance. Forests of green filled the space, but with a green tinted with a noticeable gray. It couldn't be a lack of water as she could see the reflections of several bodies of water.




  The sky above appeared a standard blue, but the sun sitting behind the mountains didn't look right. It was much too big.




  A vehicle rose from the ground. It turned its nose towards the dark mountains, shooting forward with a graceful upward arc. Another appeared from below her, moving into the rows of vehicles already filling the platform. Wow, the vehicles could hover!




  Someone ran by behind them. Kelsey jumped, turning. The back of the man who'd run past appeared human, as did several groups not far away. None of their attention was on the Weaver group, so Kelsey allowed herself to relax.




  Then she realized the balcony they stood on was much more than it first appeared. It ran nearly the entire width of the building behind them, fully enclosed and extending so high that it took in an upper level of windows. To the far right one of the other buildings displayed the same feature with a series of enclosed balconies.




  Why would they enclose all the balconies? The air had to be okay, since there were people working on the platform down below without protection from the planet's atmosphere.




  "A human colony." Ariana fluffed her blue and gray striped fur. "And we landed right in the middle of it. We should find Hadrian before he causes them problems."




  Kelsey turned back to the view. Maybe there would be spaceships, too? No Ader around to ruin the pleasure of seeing a science fiction staple.




  No, that wasn't right. Out there in the crowds was one Ader: Channix. At the thought her band immediately latched onto Professor Hadrian in the direction of a tight cluster of vehicles to the right, but at this distance couldn't make out which cluster of moving figures might be them.




  "We can't avoid a full encounter with this crowd." Thalen came to stand next to her at the railing with his forehead creased with worry-lines. "I'm not sure we should pursue them at this location. There are too many people who could get hurt."




  "Professor Hadrian doesn't care. He's here for a reason." Ariana looked through the slats in the railing. "I can't see him from here. He could be disguising himself again."




  "I can sense him," Bonn said before Kelsey could respond. "We do not give up our pursuit."




  "How do you suggest we do so without intermingling with the local native species?" Ariana asked.




  "Hey!" a tall man shouted from further down the balcony. He waved and pointed to the vehicles on the platform below. "We're ready to launch. Get to your search shuttle!"




  "Search shuttle?" Kelsey echoed.




  "Something has these people stirred up," Bonn said. "Thankfully we can rule out Professor Hadrian causing it. He hasn't been here long enough."




  "This gives us a way to minimally interact. In this emergency I doubt strangers will be noticed," Thalen said.




  "Good point," Bonn said, heading for the hall where the human man had disappeared.




  Kelsey trailed after the group, finding the buildings of the city fascinating as more were revealed as they moved. The buildings were so tall with so many windows, and not one open balcony or green area on the ground.




  Other people ran past them, turning at the same hall. As they came closer, she saw an enclosed bubble of an elevator descending the outside of the building. The elevator was big enough to hold all of them and more, but they managed to close the door before anyone else could join them.




  As they descended Kelsey studied the scene below. The urgency of movement became more apparent as more shuttles left. So far she could still sense Professor Hadrian on the platform, but still moving away. Perhaps towards the shuttles on the far side where there weren't as many humans?




  "I bet he's going to try for one of the shuttles," Kelsey said.




  Thalen glanced at her. "What makes you say that?"




  Kelsey paused a moment, making sure she was getting it right. Her band remained focused on two targets. One was nearby: Professor Hadrian. They were so close!




  The other target pulsed from much further away. Something that made the Phoenix Egg in her band give tiny quivers.




  "The Egg is too far away to just walk to it. Somewhere in that direction." With absolutely certainty Kelsey pointed to distant hills where a strange shadow hung over the farthest peaks.




  Bonn crossed his arms. "My band does not sense an Egg here. He may be here out of shear exhaustion."




  When Ariana agreed Kelsey almost had to bite her tongue. Two experience Weavers, and their bands couldn't sense what was right on the planet with them? Bonn's tired band she could believe, but Ariana's?




  Kelsey turned to Thalen to ask if he could sense it when the elevator came to a stop at the main platform. The doors opened into an enclosed area with doors to the outside located next to it. Outside, railings led from the doors out onto the platform, nearly to the closest shuttle.




  What were the railings there for? The doors opened easy, so they couldn't be for any kind of security.




  The moment they emerged out the doors a strong wind slammed into her like a moving wall. Kelsey instinctively grabbed one of the railings. The temperature of the wind didn't chill her, but her skin felt sandblasted even through the cloth of her shirt. A strange musky odor briefly drifted by.




  Granted, the thin fabric wasn't much of a protection. She needed to find time to change out of the clothes she'd worn to Affirmation. Sad to say, they were the best clothes currently in her possession.




  Kelsey realized some of what she'd assumed was high urgency when observed from above had instead been caused by the wind. The ease at which the people still moved also made her think the winds were a regular occurrence.




  "Put your pet back inside before it's carried off by a rel," a man shouted at her as he ran past her, both hands on the railings helping to walk him towards the shuttles.




  "Did he mean me?" Ariana demanded. She stopped, leaning against Thalen's legs in the opposite direction of the wind, turning to look to the left. "What is that noise?"




  Kelsey could hardly hear anyone speak, much less hear other sounds in the wind. But, a sharp shriek emanating from upwind sounded loud and clear. The people in front of them grabbed the nearest railing while the people further out lowered themselves closer to the ground.




  Thalen put his arms around her and pushed her down to the railing just as a wall of wind hit into them. She clutched the railing with both arms and held on.




  The wind threatened to suck the air out of her chest. She turned her head away from it as much as she could, tucking her chin down to her chest. She closed her eyes as the hair in her ponytail whipped around her head to slash at her face. The sound of the wind deafened her to all other sounds.




  Her band continued to keep track of the two targets, allowing Kelsey to sense them even with her eyes closed. The closest target caused the most anxiety in both her and her band. Not long ago they'd faced each other in the midst of Sanctuary's throne room. They were all tired from the continual travel. Surely, Professor Hadrian could feel them here, just as they could all sense him.




  Kelsey pulled air into her lungs with a concerted effort and ran her mind through how it felt to power up a shield as well as an energy burst. The crowd concerned her. Thalen was right. This was a bad place for a confrontation.




  
CHAPTER THREE
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  AS SUDDENLY as it appeared, the wind eased. A group of men passed them in their hurry, one of them nearly tripping on her foot. Kelsey slowly got back up to her feet as Thalen let her go.




  "I would say winds are a problem here," Thalen said, pulling his shirt down.




  Bonn nodded towards the back of the field of shuttles. "He's heading in that direction. We stay together and move swiftly on him. Kelsey, stay back and be ready to use your defensive shield. The rest of us will deal with him."




  "He's not alone," Kelsey reminded him.




  "I am aware of that fact, and either way you should not be in the fight," Bonn said.




  Kelsey sighed. Just like last time, she was being kept out of it. She understood the reason why, but it made her feel useless. She reminded herself that she would soon have something that she could help with: the Phoenix Egg that was hiding somewhere on the planet.




  "I'm concerned about the crowd," Thalen said. "He won't hesitate to fire on us, but we are obligated not to do anything that could hurt the natives."




  Bonn continued to walk towards the far shuttles. "We have a chance at him, we will take it. Follow me. Watch the winds."




  Kelsey would have felt better if they were going into this with more of a plan. She didn't think Hadrian would soon forget his defeat in Sanctuary's throne room or the loss of the special Phoenix Egg he tried to steal. The fact her team had three experienced Weavers to Hadrian's one made her feel a little better.




  But, just how good was Meiri in a fight? Did anyone know?




  Kelsey tried to ask, but in the constant winds speech didn't carry very far. She was left trying to keep up with the group as they hurried after Hadrian.




  Men and women in loose blue overalls with bright orange vests moved around and in and out of the shuttles. A shuttle nearby rose into the sky, quickly speeding away from the area.




  To Kelsey's right a city thrust into the sky. No outside balconies as far as she could see. Only tall enclosed buildings with curtains of reflective windows and light beige exterior walls. Inset in the base of the buildings to her right was a line of hangars, several of which had their doors open. Larger ships and several smaller shuttles waited inside, tended by swarms of natives.




  A sharp gust of wind reminded her she needed to pay attention to herself. She bent lower, crouching against the wind, a hand out to catch herself if she lost her balance. In the meantime, Bonn and the others moved further away from her.




  If this kept up she wouldn't need to erect a protective shield at all. She would miss the entire confrontation instead. The thought of Bonn's reprimand for not keeping up pushed her to keep creeping forward despite the winds. Just before the group disappeared behind a shuttle Thalen looked back and sharply gestured her forward. Kelsey muttered under her breath at the summons. She was trying to keep up.




  "Here comes one!" someone nearby shouted at the top of their lungs.




  Kelsey turned in the direction of the voice just as a short peal of a sharp alarm pierced the sound of the wind. She quickly covered her ears to block out the sound.




  The people around her stopped everything they were doing and turned to look up into the sky. A few around them pulled out weapons from holsters.




  She froze at the appearance of weapons. She jerked her head upwards, trying to see what they were so worried about. A round of sharp bangs made her jump. She ducked down again, covering her head with her arms.




  Then she saw it.




  At first, she thought it might be a brown paper bag blowing in the wind. As it grew larger she realized her first guess was completely wrong.




  The shape grew into detail. Creases and movement rippled through the brown surface, giving it the appearance of a bag full of air. Below the brown bag dangled a white shape that turned and rotated downwards. White strings whipped out from the bottom of it towards the ground. A round shape circled around, studying them.




  An eye? It looked like an eye.




  Nothing about it looked friendly. The weapons the humans around her fired at the beast told her the assumption must be correct. Some of the ground crew ran back towards the hangars at the base of the nearest building, only to stop just inside and stare up into the sky. As if waiting for the creatures to leave.




  A shriek gave her the warning needed to drop to the ground. A wave of wind roiled past her, attempting to roll her across the surface of the platform. Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of another of the creatures, moving with the winds and gusts.




  She squinted her eyes, forcing them to stay open, an instinct telling her she shouldn't turn her back on the floating things. Another creature appeared, and then another. They didn't just float helpless in the wind, they also darted around, pushed around with pivoting nozzles in the lower body.




  A gust struck her hard enough to nearly shove her right over. She closed her eyes against the sting, concentrating on breathing. She couldn't hear anything but the wind and the weapon-fire, flinching with each sharp sound.




  A piercing sting trailed across the top edge of her left shoulder, sending painful fire right into the middle of her brain.




  Kelsey screamed and jerked away even as her band registered sharp alarm. She managed to crack open her eyes as she rolled away. Floating directly above her loomed one of the floating creatures, horrifyingly larger than she'd first imagined. It was easily as big as one of the shuttles.




  A white tendril shot down at her. She rolled again, only to feel a tendril wrap itself around her upper left arm, stinging with hot fire all along its length. The encircling pain burned through her arm, quickly encompassing her entire body.




  She erected a shield on instinct. The tendril flexed but held on. Kelsey brought up her band, trying to aim it towards the creature. Her eyes watered fiercely from the wind and pain, making it hard for her to see.




  She felt a weight leave her left wrist. A split second later a dark blue shape rose up in the air next to her. A bright flash added to the pain in her eyes. The stinging left her arm, the tendril whipping in the wind as it retracted up towards the floating body.




  Kelsey took the chance to push herself backwards along the ground, as far away from the creature's reach as she could manage. Only then did she realize the identity of her rescuer.




  Indigo, floating up the air directly above her head between her and the creature.




  Something hard hit the back of her head. Kelsey curled up into a ball as a flail of arms and legs tumbled over her. She heard a male grunt of surprise over the winds.




  She lowered her arm, cringing at the pain it caused. The fabric of her shirt hung by only a few strands from her upper left arm. So much for her one good Chisomi shirt.




  The man who had tumbled over her scrambled off her as the wind settled to a calmer level.




  "I'm sorry!" Kelsey immediately said, scanning the sky for more of the creatures. They were everywhere, even trying to grab the shuttles as floated by.




  Indigo flew to her arm in a flash, but instead of returning to her wrist as a dark blue ornamental bracelet, he flattened himself and settled over the place the tendrils had grabbed her. With it, she felt an easing of the pain.




  The man turned towards her as he got to his knees. He scowled. "Why are you on the ground? Get to your shuttle! There are people depending on us. We don't have time to jump at every Rell that comes along."




  "A what?" Kelsey automatically asked, but the man was already on his feet and running towards a line of shuttles.




  "Your Weaver band is already neutralizing the venom. Do you feel light-headed?" Indigo asked from a point below her left ear.




  Kelsey looked down at her left arm, noting Indigo had extended himself into a thin layer to cover even the first strike along the back of her arm. Worry rose from her band, and it firmly informed her it wasn't happy with her. Indigo didn't sound pleased, either, but having them both concerned over her enough to be mad made her feel better.




  "I don't think so. Thanks for waking up."




  "Meanwhile, why are you alone? Shouldn't you be with your Weaver team?" Indigo demanded.




  Kelsey couldn't help but roll her eyes. "They're around here somewhere. They went after Hadrian."




  A team she needed to get back to. To ease the pain on her shoulder, she rolled onto her knees and used her good arm to help push her up to her feet. A hard object laying on top of the cold metal of the platform hit the edge of her hand.




  She grabbed it as she came to her feet, finding a thin rigid black and red card resting in her palm. If she were back on Earth she would think it was a hotel key-card, but the material felt different. Markings on both sides matched those on the sides of the shuttles.




  Ariana appeared next to her, sliding to a halt by her side. "Where have you been? We missed him!"




  "Nearly getting blown away by the wind and carried away by one of those floating things, that's where!" Kelsey said with a gesture to the creatures still floating by above them. "What do you mean you missed him? Did Professor Hadrian Jump?"




  No, that couldn't be right. Her band still sensed him nearby.




  The shadow of a shuttle passed over them, the low altitude causing as many shrieks and yells as the threat of the floating creature. The sense of Professor Hadrian's direction changed along with it.




  "Guess where he is?" Ariana said with disgust.




  "There won't be a public confrontation now," Kelsey said as she watched the shuttle move away at a slower speed than the previous shuttles. How did he know how to fly it?




  One of the floating creatures bounced off the nose of the shuttle, the white tendrils momentarily encasing the full diameter of the hull. The creature let go, losing altitude suddenly, coming dangerously close to a flight crew. A fresh round of weapons fire sounded in response. The tendrils retracted suddenly and the creature rose up into the wind.




  Thalen and Bonn ran up to her, Bonn yelling at her, "You were supposed to say right behind us! What were you doing?"




  Kelsey clutched the card, trying to stop herself from yelling back at him. Bonn had been the one moving so fast in his single-minded focus.




  "Hey, you!" a man with one of the weapons shouted at them. "We don't have time to be distracted by a Rell. Get to your shuttle."




  "We will wait until Hadrian stops moving and then Shift to his location," Bonn said, giving an angry glare towards the human. "Then we will give him a little surprise."




  "If you haven't noticed, Bonn, the smaller Strings in this area aren't normal," Thalen said, crossing his arms over his chest.




  Ariana stood up straight, her head cocked. Kelsey closed her eyes to feel with the help of her band, but couldn't tell what he might be talking about.




  After a few silent moments, Ariana said, "Thalen is right. There are hardly any here. It could be the planet or the sun."




  "Hey, I said to get to your shuttle."




  Kelsey's eyes popped open. The man stalked up to her, putting his weapon into its holster. He grabbed the card she still held in her hand and glanced at it before handing it back.




  "Shuttle 419-B is in the next row over. Get going. If we are going to rescue any survivors of the crash we need to move in fast. The rest of the Rell flock will sweep over the crash area by tomorrow morning. Just our luck they crashed as a new storm is blowing in." He scowled into the sky. A different shaped shuttle flew quickly over them. Sleek and streamlined, it roared into the sky, following the shuttle Professor Hadrian had left in. The man shook his head. "What a time for some crazy kid to go on a joyride with a shuttle. He'll regret it, that's for sure."




  "Uh, I think there might be a mistake," Kelsey started.




  "No mistake. Your shuttle is ready to go with the flight pattern already programmed in. Sorry, you don't get to trade for one of the newer shuttles," the man said.




  Bonn grabbed the card out of Kelsey's hand, nodding towards the man. "We will take off immediately."




  The human man nodded at them as he left.




  
CHAPTER FOUR
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  KELSEY STOOD, shocked at Bonn's words. Did he really want them to travel in such a conventional manner?




  Thalen turned to Bonn but Bonn was already walking in the direction the man had pointed. Kelsey hurried to keep up, determined that she wouldn't get left behind this time.




  "What are you doing? You don't know how to fly one of these things," Thalen said as soon as he caught up with him.




  Bonn moved down the line of shuttles, holding up the card and glancing between it and the markings on the shuttles. "I've flown many similar vehicles in the past. We must follow Professor Hadrian. The Strings may improve as we move away from the main String allowing us to use our regular mode of transportation."




  "That's a lot of ifs," Ariana said as she padded next to him. "Similar vehicles are not exact vehicles."




  It figured Bonn would find the shuttle immediately. Kelsey eyed it dubiously. Yes, it looked like the others, but from the discolored paint and dents around the door it also appeared older. Without answering, Bonn disappeared up the ramp into the main part of the shuttle.




  "This is crazy!" Thalen roared after him over a gust of wind.




  Kelsey moved into the safety of the interior just to get out of the wind. Her ears began ringing in the relative silence. Thalen followed, moving past her to stalk after Bonn.




  "It has a suitable auto-pilot. I shouldn't need to take the controls themselves," Kelsey heard Bonn say. Then he shouted. "Ariana, get in here!"




  Ariana jumped inside, the wind blowing the fur on her back and tail backwards. "I agree with Thalen. This is crazy."




  "Objections noted," Bonn said as he settled at a seat at the front of the shuttle. He touched a screen and the ramp retracted.




  Kelsey moved further into the shuttle as the door swung into place with a whooshing noise as it sealed. With the cutting of the sound of the wind Kelsey's ears rang even louder. The stinging on her shoulder eased with the shelter from the wind.




  "Shuttle 419 Bravo, you are cleared to depart Sunset City. Autopilot flight path is locked in. Confirm door locks and passenger number," a voice from the dashboard said.




  Thalen settled into the seat next to Bonn, glaring at him. "You better hope this thing flies in the same direction as Hadrian."




  "Is this something I should perhaps help with?" Indigo asked.




  Thalen jerked his head back towards Kelsey as she gratefully sank into one of the passenger seats. "Is that Indigo?"




  "Yeah, he woke up when I was attacked," Kelsey said.




  "Perhaps someone can update me to the current situation?" Indigo asked.




  "Professor Hadrian stole one of the same type of shuttle to go after the Phoenix Egg in this Universe. A Universe that doesn't have very many small Strings to Shift or Phase with," Kelsey said quickly.




  "Indigo, can you interface with this computer system and track his shuttle?" Thalen asked.




  "I can attempt to do so."




  "Which means you can't help my arm," Kelsey said with a sigh. "Go ahead. I don't think Bonn should try to fly this thing by himself."




  "I have no need to leave you in order to interface with the shuttle computer," Indigo said. Louder, he added, "Interfacing now."




  Ariana jumped up on the seat next to her, reaching out with one of her stubby fingers to lift the sleeve barely hanging onto the shirt. With the movement the last few strands of cloth gave way.




  Ariana sighed, shaking her head and tail at her. "What happened to you?"




  "Floating creatures? I believe I mentioned them?" Kelsey said as she pulled the sleeve completely off.




  Ariana pushed at Indigo, getting him to lift one corner just enough for both of them to see the skin underneath marred with bright red welts and lines. Just seeing it made it hurt even more.




  "Not a minor injury," Ariana said, allowing Indigo to move back into place. "First the phasing human and now this. You do have a talent for getting into trouble. How does it feel?"




  "It stings a lot."




  Kelsey heard Thalen swear before he pushed himself out of the copilot's chair. She heard Indigo's voice coming from the shuttle console, answering the flight controller and speaking with Bonn. The shuttle rose away from the ground, making Thalen grab the back of a passenger seat on his way back to her. Kelsey glanced out the window to see the city of enclosed buildings set on the top of a mesa recede. Another shuttle rose up after them.




  "This is an organized rescue mission to the dark side of the planet. Apparently, a starcruiser crashed several hours ago carrying several people of high importance," Indigo said as Thalen knelt next to Kelsey.




  "What do you mean dark side?" Kelsey asked. "You mean on the night side?"




  "No, I mean dark side. This world is tidal locked," Indigo said from both the flight console and from Kelsey's shoulder.




  "One side always faces the sun, the other always in darkness," Thalen said, taking his own look at her shoulder. His face cringed.




  "Oh, like the moon. One side always facing the planet. On Earth," Kelsey said when Thalen blinked at her blankly.




  "What is your band saying right now about this?" Thalen asked, motioning towards her arm.




  Kelsey concentrated on her band. She could feel her band working, sense concern coming from it. Finally she shook her head. "I can't tell. It isn't panicking or anything. Just humming along."




  "That's something we need to work on, your band connection. You should be able to read your physical condition from it. Let me see your band-arm."




  Kelsey sighed and let him have her right wrist. Cradling her wrist in his hand, Thalen gently laid his own band over hers. The shuttle under them shivered and then dropped. She felt herself being pushed into the cushions of the seat. Thalen wavered on his knees for a moment but kept his band in contact with hers.




  Thalen opened his eyes, letting her arm and hand rest on her lap. "It's doing fine. It intercepted the venom and is in the process of repairing the damage. You'll be fine in no time."




  "I'll have to go into quarantine when we go back to Sanctuary," Kelsey said, depressed. That meant another round with Doctor Imberia.




  Thalen grinned. "One of the hazards of being a Weaver. Be happy your band has it handled. You should change your clothes. This cloth doesn't provide much protection."




  Another depressing aspect of her new life. Her choice in clothing was limited to what she'd managed to store away in her backpack before all the trouble erupted on Sanctuary. Which didn't give her very many options. "I packed all my clothes. I'll need to bring it out."




  "No, not your other clothes. You need Weaver clothing now. Clothing that will help protect you in other environments," Thalen said, stopping her from touching the main jewel of her band.




  Kelsey had been looking forward to getting back into her old jeans and maybe a sweatshirt. Comfortable and familiar clothing. "What about Ariana? She isn't wearing anything."




  Ariana ruffled her fur and sniffed. "I don't need them. Jitnee skin and fur are very rugged. After all, we travel to all sorts of worlds in the natural course of our civilization."




  Just like Ariana to have a quick answer. Kelsey scowled as Thalen brought his band over hers again.




  Kelsey felt his band's gentle touch and connection access the storage area, but a part she was unfamiliar with. Her band barely paid attention after the initial notice.




  A weight appeared on Kelsey's lap. She stared down at the dull colors in dismay. "You've got to be kidding!"




  Thalen chuckled as he stood up. "We're not out here to win fashion contests. This is heavy fabric that is easily disinfected, resistant to the elements, and easy for the bands to wrap illusions around to match the natives in our vicinity."




  "And your delicate skin obviously needs it," Ariana added with a nod towards her arm. "Best to be safe."




  Kelsey glared down at her, which Ariana ignored. Thalen pointed to the back of the shuttle. "I believe there is a bathroom in the back. You can change in there."




  The idea didn't thrill her, but at the same time Kelsey didn't want another injury. Her stomach was enough to worry about.




  The moment she tried to rise the shuttle bumped and bucked. She held on tight to the clothes in one hand while using her other hand to first grab seat backs and then the wall in the back.




  She found a small cupboard of a bathroom. Trying to change turned into quite a challenge. She bounced off the walls, counters, and door as the shuttle continued its dance through the sky.




  The turbulent winds could end at any time. Shouldn't space-age future technology assure a smooth ride?




  "If it helps your mood at all, I've applied a pain block to the nerves affected," Indigo said as he shifted away from the back of her shoulder. "Your band should be able to take care of you from this point."




  The sight of the welts made her cringe again. From the look of them they should hurt. Kelsey slipped on the gray shirt to hide the wounds from view, wincing only a little as she lifted her left arm up over her head.




  "Thanks for the help, and for not getting mad at me for getting attacked."




  Indigo settled back to his regular place around her left wrist as a band of dark blue. "I would not blame you for what is not your fault. That said, you should make more effort to keep up with the rest of your team."




  "I knew I would still get into trouble," Kelsey muttered, not caring if he heard.




  "Not in trouble. Merely an observation."




  One of her feet caught in the process of taking off her pants, almost sending her crashing to the floor. She grabbed the counter with the sink, making her arm sting even more. She took a deep breath to calm her frustrations.




  With her legs finally free, she shook out the new dusty dark-blue pants. As she thought, they were loose just like most of the Chisomi clothing. They also were a little too long. Just what she needed, to be stumbling and tripping over her own clothing.




  She tucked in the shirt while studying the two dark gray odd-shaped pieces of clothing. Lifting them up, she realized they were both the same shape. In fact, they looked like rather big stiff socks. She sighed as she wriggled her toes. Well, she might as well go all the way.




  She sat down on the closed lid of the commode and slipped off her well-worn tennis shoes and socks. One good thing came of it. The big socks were roomy enough she could stuff the extra length of the pants into them. That would keep her from tripping.




  She stretched out her legs, grabbing the counter with one hand as the shuttle flew through another span of turbulence. Another problem. The socks were too bulky and thick to fit back into her shoes.




  The socks moved on their own, constricting firmly around her feet. The bottoms grew stiff as they conformed around her soles. She wriggled her toes at the odd sensation. When the movement stopped they still looked like thick heavy dark-gray socks, but they also felt like shoes. No, not quite right. They felt like very flexible boots.




  She stood up and experimented. They moved with every one of her movements but felt firmly supportive against the arch of her foot. Just like the high-quality athletic shoes her father insisted she wear to gym class.




  That memory brought a flood of emotion she quickly tried to suppress. She already felt lonely, and the feeling of being so lost didn't help. Dwelling on what might have happened to him wouldn't help. She must count on Queen Delayne's promise to find out what world he was taken to and dropped off on. And to hope it was a safer world than this one.




  "Kelsey?" Indigo asked even as her band responded with an up-welling of love.




  "I'm fine," she said, giving herself a mental shake. Her job now was to concentrate on finding and stopping Professor Hadrian before he hurt anyone else.




  She wasn't lost. She had Indigo, once her mother's personal companion AI, and her mother's band. She was working with a Weaver team stopping the very man who kidnapped her and her father.




  She quickly folded her old clothes, shaking her head at the tattered shirt. Morina would be so disappointed Kelsey managed to destroy one of her better pieces of clothing. No other foundling would ever use it now. Along with the tennis shoes, she put the old clothing back into storage, setting them near her backpack.




  Catching sight of herself in the narrow mirror further depressed her. The colors were so gray. A good blue might not be so bad, but why gray? Or maybe a gray and pink? Or would that show through the band illusions?




  Her band gave a curious hiccup, as if amused. The colors of the shirt and pants shimmered. Even as muted colors flashed through Kelsey's mind, the shirt settled into a muted dusty gray-pink with a striped 'V' of gray on the front, echoing the shape of the collar. The pants settled into a darker gray to match the boots.




  She grinned at herself and stuck her tongue out at her reflection. "Much better."




  "Happier?" Indigo asked.




  "Oh yeah."




  As she came out of the bathroom Thalen turned around from the seat next to Bonn.




  "What did you do?" Ariana demanded from an aisle chair.




  Thalen only shook his head at her, one corner of his mouth twitching. "I see you figured out how to play with the colors. It shouldn't surprise me."




  "I didn't like the colors," Kelsey said, managing to make her way to the nearest seat and settle into it before the next round of turbulence hit. She found the seat-belt and put it on.




  Then she noticed that no light was streaming in from the portals. As her eyes adjusted she started seeing pinpricks of stars in the dark sky. They must have passed over to the dark side of the planet while she changed.




  Through her band she could still sense Professor Hadrian somewhere in the same dark night, but mostly it concentrated on a nearby power-source. A Phoenix Egg.




  Both Kelsey and the one Egg sitting inside her band, comfortable in its little storage area, shivered. For Kelsey the shiver included anxiety, an emotion her band was echoing back to her. She had no doubt where Hadrian would be heading for.




  She turned her attention to the front of the shuttle. "Any sign of his shuttle?"




  "It's ahead of us," Ariana said, hopping to another seat to gaze out a portal.




  "We are almost upon them," Bonn added.




  Kelsey went silent at Bonn's growl, nervous at the inflections. Since they'd left Sanctuary he'd been so different from before. So focused and single-minded. She supposed they needed to be if they were going to catch up and stop Hadrian, but it still made her nervous.




  She turned to concentrate on the view outside the portal, making out mountain ranges and hills. Occasional bodies of water shimmered a dark gray-blue.




  She blinked her eyes and rubbed them.




  Putting her forehead right to the portal she looked down again. Brief flashes of light broke the near-monotony of black directly below them. The more she searched, the more she found. They didn't last even a second, but they were definitely there.




  Her eyes hurting from straining so hard, she rested her head against the back of the seat and closed her eyes. The shuttle swayed and jumped in the winds, making it difficult to get into a comfortable position for very long, much less rest.




  Every so often she heard the others talking up front. Kelsey listened while they discussed the world. She didn't like the description Bonn gave of a similar world he'd once visited with his old Weaver team. Of a deadly close call with a native animal life-form. Really, what good did stories like that do other than to put everyone on edge?




  Kelsey turned her attention to her band, finding it still locked on to the Phoenix Egg and Professor Hadrian. They were definitely getting closer. The Egg in storage vibrated in time with the local Egg. Nice to have another indicator of when Eggs were close.




  "Sensors are picking up faint energy signatures on the ground," Indigo announced.




  "Could it be the ship they are searching for?" Ariana asked. She moved to one of the passenger seats directly behind the pilot chairs.




  Thalen looked down at a screen in front of him and shrugged. "Anything is possible. Several other shuttles are starting search patterns in this general vicinity. We could be picking up one of them. It would be easier if the sensor results provided better readings."




  "Civilian shuttles rarely have such precision, no matter the species," Indigo said. "The Chisomi are the same."




  "Let's hear it for cost cutting," Thalen said with a shake of his head.




  The sky outside the portal darkened, blocking out the few stars she'd previously been able to see. A flash of lightening arcing from the sky down to the hills below briefly revealed a thick cloud layer.




  Which the shuttle was heading straight into.




  Further away, lightening flashes revealed clouds roiling and moving with unnerving speed. Probably from the same winds that battered them back at the city. In any case, she didn't look forward to being out in it.




  The shuttle dropped in altitude to just under the cloud layer. Along with the shift came an increase in turbulence, making Kelsey glad she'd put on the seat belt.




  "Did you see that light?" Bonn suddenly asked.




  Kelsey couldn't see anything out her portal. Up front Thalen studied the view out the front window. "I think so. Wait, over there."




  The shuttle bucked, throwing her forward. The seat belt bit into her hips and stomach. Kelsey grabbed the back of the seat in front of her to steady herself.




  The shuttle rocked hard to the right, accompanied by a brilliant white flash coming through the left side portals. The light faded away to a glowing red that Kelsey didn't like at all. Just as she didn't like the sudden feeling of acceleration and a drop in altitude.




  Sharp beeps and alarms emanated from the pilot console.




  Over the noise she heard Indigo say, "I can land the shuttle safely, but the ship won't fly again."




  "Just get us down in one piece!" Thalen shouted.




  
CHAPTER FIVE
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  "INDIGO, WHAT happened?" Kelsey asked, both hands hanging onto the seat-back in front of her as the downward angle increased.




  "Short answer: we were just shot down," Indigo said from her wrist. "Brace yourself."
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