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  Description


  An ancient enemy may still be among them...


  With Kelsey Hale's team reunited, she soon learns just how the Eebra-Shee have protected so many for so long against an enemy who destroyed entire Universes. But, she knows a secret they don't: That a Nief-Pirae ship somehow escaped the Veil designed to keep them contained. 


  A special investigation team of String Weavers and Eebra-Shee Masters soon arrive at a distant, and strangely hostile, Tower. The mysteries deepen with the discovery of disturbingly familiar technology, a government who wants the Tower gone, corporations run-amok, and a Tower strangely weakened.


  They must find the answers, and soon. At stake is every life-form, planet, sun, and universe among the infinite multi-universes.
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  Kelsey Hale quickly decided that a Weaver without String travel was like a fish without water.


  In any other circumstance, they would have Shifted from their position to Ariana's. Rejoined their teammate within seconds. But, oh no. The Eebra-Shee Tower slowly growing larger in the distance with each footstep prevented it. A security aspect of the structure.


  One she could do without on this particular sunny day. A day filled with Divider attacks, stopping their traveling worlds of terror, oh, and battling one of the mythical horrifying Nief-Pirae. All without any sleep.


  "It won't be long," Bonn said, keeping up his pace, one Kelsey wished he would slow down. Just a little bit. 


  She understood why. Somewhere around the silvery Tower up ahead Ariana waited with the rest of Samanya Agara's team. It seemed like forever since they'd separated as they escaped a giant space station infested with the Dark Phoenix's allies and their constructed minions, the Varquil. Yet the incident with the Phoenix couldn't have been more than a week ago.


  She glanced back at Sam and Thalen. They weren't walking side by side as she'd assumed. Instead, Sam was jogging towards her, leaving Thalen behind.


  As she passed, she gave Kelsey a squeeze across the shoulders. "Just remember, I'm always your sister."


  She quickened to catch up with Bonn, pointing out animals with massive horns grazing by a pond nestled between two hills. Kelsey stared after her. What a strange thing to say, and it really didn't make sense. Of course Sam was now her heart-sister. Why would such a thing change?


  And why didn't she keep walking with Thalen? The two had been sweethearts years ago, reunited after years of Sam believing him dead. Before the Jaenos cutoff. Before a never-ending repetition of uncontrolled Phases and Shifts trapped Thalen in a living torment.


  Which brought to mind Phases and Shifts again. And Jumps. How she would love to use a Phase to travel to Ariana's location in a matter of a few breaths.


  "The Strings are not the only things in flux," Thalen said as he caught up to her, matching her stride. "Do not look so worried. We'll soon reunite with Ariana."


  "And then back to our hunt," Kelsey said. A hunt merely temporarily sidetracked by arriving the Universal Group controlled by the Dividers. "Your renewal phase is really done, right?"


  "Oh yes, and with it I'll be an even better Weaver. The time right after a renewal phase is like seeing the first spring day. Anything feels new and possible," Thalen said with a smile.


  He certainly appeared on the mend. His eyes might indicate a lingering tiredness, but his face had good color. All the spots around the edge of his hands, and most of the ones on his face, were gone. Maybe the Chisomi renewal phases weren't so bad, once they finished.


  But, it made her wonder all the more. After getting reacquainted, fighting by each other's sides, and Sam helping Thalen through his renewal phase by acting as his mental anchor, why weren't they walking together? What did it mean for their team?


  Kelsey didn't think she could ask. Maybe she would later. Or ask Bonn. Once they got back to Ariana, though.


  The rise of another hill allowed her to see the main central Tower clearly, including the overlapping plates creating a pointed bulb at the top, a shape mirrored by smaller and shorter towers spaced around it. It rose over the surrounding forest easily, the tallest thing in sight other than the distant snow-topped mountains.


  An actual Eebra-Shee Tower inhabited by Masters like Master Oin at Sanctuary. Ones who could do amazing things, like what her mother did against the Dark Phoenix.


  She looked forward to meeting them. She'd given up on learning more while away from Sanctuary. Maybe they would allow her to attend a few classes if they weren't able to travel right away? Would they teach her, or had the Weaver Council poisoned that for her, as well?


  "Anything I should know before we get there?" Kelsey asked as they headed down the other side of the hill. Ahead of them, Bonn and Sam continued their fast pace. They might be close to Ariana, but she didn't feel relaxed. Something still felt… off.


  "Typically the Eebra-Shee are a Weaver's allies, even though our express missions differ," Thalen said.


  "Master Oin mentioned a darkness that affects us all," Kelsey said. "I'm assuming the Nief-Pirae are what he meant."


  "Primarily, but on a more basic level, they protect life. At a basic level, so do we," Thalen said. He closed his eyes for a brief moment. "I can feel the Tower energy from here."


  Kelsey looked at the Tower again. Yeah, she could sense it, too. A subtle stable energy that hummed along in the background. Nothing like the power that radiates from a Phoenix Egg, but with a force that gave no doubt about its strength.


  Kelsey had her own source of radiating power, one that still concerned her. She checked over the Phoenix Eggs residing in the storage area inside her band. The same Weaver band her mother once wore. At the center of the group sat the Phoenix Egg her mother likely died using against the Dark Phoenix.


  The Eggs remained in a tight group, not having moved from the arrangement they'd shifted into when she'd stored the last of the Divider Eggs. Raw power still pulsed from them, but not at a damaging level. Still, she would need to watch them. Her band still felt 'full' with so many of them in there.


  Kelsey rubbed the band of the surface, her fingers moving over the raised jewels as she squinted towards the main Tower. A small dark dot came over the trees, moving towards them.


  "Should I be concerned over anything here?" Kelsey asked, noting Bonn and Sam had stopped.


  "Like what?" Thalen asked.


  "I don't know. How to deal with the Eebra-Shee? Technology issues? They'll be here soon," Kelsey said, pointing towards the dot growing larger. She felt silly even suggesting it. The Eebra-Shee were normally peaceful. Master Oin had been wonderful, and the Eebra-Shee on Sanctuary had helped with the situation with the fall of a self-called Queen.


  "Bonn will take the lead." He narrowed his eyes. "I see two vehicles."


  "I confirm two vehicles," Indigo said. "And I concur with Thalen, Kelsey. The Eebra-Shee are considered allies with the Weavers. We are in no danger from them."


  "Nice not to have landed in the middle of an emergency," Kelsey said with a relieved sigh. "Seems we always do."


  "Seems like what?" Bonn asked as they caught up.


  "We land in emergencies," Kelsey said, smiling herself.


  "Not today, not so far," Sam said, giving a slight smile herself. Not a full one, like Thalen. It made Kelsey wonder all the more. What happened between the two?


  "No emergency. This will work well. The Eebra-Shee can take us straight to Ariana. It makes sense she found shelter among them, considering her past training with them," Bonn said. He didn't smile, instead appearing tired. Maybe from walking so fast for so long.


  They were all still recovering from a full gauntlet attack. With everything they'd recently been through, they deserved to feel tired. A long night of rest would do them all good. She only hoped her dreams wouldn't involve Nief-Pirae or the Dividers. She'd had enough of them both to last a lifetime.


  Bonn gave a sudden growl, both his pointed ears standing straight up and swiveling forward. At the same time, Kelsey's own band gave a warning. From the expression on both Thalen and Sam's face, they felt it at the same time.


  Professor Hadrian. He was on the same world, in the direction of the Towers. So much for not landing in the midst of an emergency.


  "When did he get here?" Thalen demanded, glaring at the Tower. "Did he follow us?"


  Bonn cocked his head at Kelsey, but she shook her head. "I didn't see him in the Strings at all. I think you would have detected him yourself if he'd been there."


  "Not necessarily. I was concentrating on the Jump," Bonn said.


  The flying vehicles arrowed in to them. Enclosed hovering vehicles, tall enough for a person to stand up inside, silvery gray on top and dark blue on the bottom which mirrored the Eebra-Shee colors Kelsey remembered from Sanctuary. They landed on each side of the Weaver group with a symmetrical precision she admired. 


  The creatures that hopped out to surround them were not. They didn't look like any of the alien species she's seen so far. Except one. One in miniature that ate the pieces of food she'd thrown to it after successfully finding another Phoenix Egg. The Egg that had proven to her team she possessed the gift to hearing and locating them.


  Dinosaurs.


  Balanced on two well-muscled legs with two shorter front arms and a long balancing tail, these dinosaurs moved with a halting grace like that of a bird. Only, in these, she could see the intelligence in their large slitted eyes. The loose clothing of blues or earth-tones identified them as surely as if they'd worn badges.


  Eebra-Shee. All of them. And, they'd come prepared for battle, if needed. Considering the teeth and claws, she imagined they could do a lot of damage in a fight. Add in the training of an Eebra-Shee Master, and she wasn't interested in such a confrontation. 


  A larger dinosaur exited the biggest hovering vehicle, distinguished from the others by a light tan closed vest that went over his narrow shoulders and larger stomach. Green and yellow mottled skin extended from his snout to turn a deep green at the neck.


  Bonn stepped forward. "Good day, Eebra-Shee. I am Bonn, of the Weavers. We come in peace."


  "Good day Weaver Bonn. I am Theroneous of Tower Ekita," the Master said, dipping his head, causing his tail to go up. "Your small apprentice Ariana warned us of your arrival."


  Kelsey had to work hard to keep from laughing. Apprentice Ariana? She wouldn't be pleased to hear of herself referred with such a low stature.


  "I am pleased Weaver Ariana safely arrived. However, we do not have time for pleasantries," Bonn said, his eyes flicking towards the Tower. "We are chasing one who threatens the Weavers. He is near the Tower. He could potentially threaten you, as well."


  Several lids washed over Master Theroneous's big eyes. "Our walls are strong and well guarded."


  "Against the power of several Phoenix Eggs?" Bonn asked. Several of the Masters around them stiffened, with one giving a low growl deep in his throat. "The human is called Professor Hadrian, and he is a danger to all who encounter him."


  Master Theroneous waved to the other Master, several of which retreated to the other hovering vehicle. He stepped back towards the larger one. "Apprentice Ariana also spoke of this one. Lead us to him. We will warn the Tower."


  Kelsey stayed close behind the others as they loaded into the vehicles. Now that her band knew Professor Hadrian was out there, it focused completely on it. The vehicle rose into the sky before the door even closed, following close behind the smaller vehicle that was already turned and headed back to the Tower.


  Kelsey grabbed one of the upper rails running along the ceiling along with the other Weavers and Masters. The seats were few, and the few in the vehicle were large and adapted for creatures with tails by having the lower back cut out.


  "Any plan?" Sam asked as the ship arced around to head for the Tower.


  "He is without Channix," Bonn said. "Now we take Meiri from him."


  Kelsey swallowed hard. "Take her band away from her? She's unbalanced as it is."


  Bonn took a deep breath, his eyes narrowing. "Unless we can shut down her band to a maintenance level, but with her previous skill, she could likely override it."


  Thalen shifted from one foot to the other. "I agree with Kelsey. This will affect Meiri in a negative way. However, I don't know of any other technique to use."


  Which left Kelsey worried as they approached the Tower. Go after Meiri, deprive Professor Hadrian of her help. He would be so much easier to deal with, but at the same time, she didn't want to deprive Meiri of her band. The woman had lost so much already. Kelsey couldn't imagine having to live without hers.


  Which brought to mind what her mother did for Kelsey. Took off her band, put it on baby-Kelsey's wrist, then sent her and her father in a random Jump to save them from the Dark Phoenix. Left herself without its power and protection as she turned to face the raging murderous Dark Phoenix.


  Kelsey rubbed the jewels of her band again, feeling tears bubbling up. She wasn't sure if she could give the same sacrifice. To lose her band would be to lose a part of herself.


  Her band responded by sending waves of affection towards her, responding to her emotional state. She appreciated it doing so, but it did not stop her discomfort. Escape the Dividers, and now they were going after Professor Hadrian again with barely a breather with the intention of depriving another Weaver of her band.


  "Perhaps knocking her unconscious somehow would be a better alternative," Sam said. "My team needs to return to Sanctuary for medical help, anyway. We could take her with us."


  "She wouldn't be out long enough," Thalen said.


  "We will aid your mission," Master Theroneous said, holding on to the rail towards the front of the vehicle. "You are targeting a part of this one's team?"


  'The Chisomi woman. His team is down to himself and a mentally unstable Weaver known as Meiri," Bonn said. "We would prefer to return her to Sanctuary intact with her band."


  Master Theroneous nodded his head while the tip of his tail swayed from side to side. "We have defenses against even Weavers. We will deliver her to you."


  Thalen's eyes sharpened, even as Kelsey caught her breath on what it might mean. He glanced over at Bonn. "If the Masters handle Meiri, we can coordinate a focused attack against Hadrian."


  "And maybe Bonn can interface through my band to remove his band?" Kelsey suggested, so relieved they'd come up with a different plan with the help of the Eebra-Shee. Although, the idea they possessed defenses against Weavers concerned her. Why should they need such a thing? Situations like Hadrian couldn't be all that common.


  "While Thalen and I distract him while you position yourselves," Sam finished.


  Bonn nodded slowly, a smile curling one side of his lips. "It could work, depending on the terrain."


  Kelsey looked out the front window. "Forests interspersed with grassland, with the grassland growing larger as we get closer."


  "I have signaled for mobilization of the Masters," Master Theroneous said, reaching down to tap at a console sitting to one side of the interior.


  Her band so attuned to their coming target, Kelsey felt it even as Bonn's breath hitched. Not that it had been easy to sense Hadrian in among the energy radiating from the Tower, but the sudden lack of his physical presence in the immediate area was dramatic.


  "No, not now. Not when we're so close," Bonn growled out.


  Kelsey closed her eyes, suddenly tired.


  "Oh, let me guess," Indigo said from Kelsey's wrist. "Hadrian and Meiri just left the area?"


  "Yes, you have guessed correctly. We missed our chance," Thalen said, sounding as tired as Kelsey now felt.


  ***


  


  



  Meiri ran a hand across the surface of the Tower wall. How the construction reminded her of the Tower she trained in when but a young girl. The same smooth texture with little pits and bumps. The variations in color from gray to blue to burgundy, sometimes running in veins, and other times in little patches. As if parts of the wall were made of rock from different quarries, and not from all the same source as Meiri knew it to be.


  "Blue tower, red tower, bright tower," Meiri started to recite, the words of the childhood rhyme bubbling up. "Rising high, with might. Rising high with power."


  "What are you babbling about?" Hadrian demanded as he continued his tromp around the outside of the Tower inner wall.


  "You remember the Tower rhyme," Meiri said, pushing a tree limb out of her way so she could continue to follow him. "You used to repeat it all the time as a child."


  "I'm not a child. Does the rhyme say how to get in?"


  Meiri frowned at that. What a silly question. This wasn't the way one approached a Tower. "One goes through the front gates. If we ask, I'm certain they will give us a tour. They are quite friendly."


  "Very few people have been friendly towards us."


  Now, that she had to admit was true. Even other Weaver teams weren't friendly to them anymore and she just didn't understand that. Weavers watched out for each other. They did not fight each other, and yet they'd now been in several fights. Even a fight with a Chisomi teenager who shouldn't yet be out and about without her parents.


  Once again, she had the sense of all of the universes and existence itself upending. Swirling around her, spiraling out of control. A feeling reflected in her chaotic dreams.


  "Guard against the dark, watch the veil," Meiri recited under her breath as she tried to stop the dizziness. "Beware it may part. Stand tall, bright towers."


  "A way inside, Meiri," Hadrian said, stopping at a stream.


  A small stream, but it appeared to bubble up right from the ground at the base of the wall. Hadrian picked up a stick, knelt down, and prodded at the wall, finding it solid. Meiri could have told him that. The ways of the Towers had fascinated her as a child. In her short training with them, she'd tried to find how water of streams and rivers could run as if through solid rock.


  "There must be a way."


  "Ask them," Meiri said, stopping the reciting under her breath. "Explain why and ask. These are not Weavers."


  "They wouldn't understand," Hadrian said. He stood and dropped the stick as he jumped over the stream.


  Meiri's own jump was a little bit shaky. After their flight away from the space station amid Strings filled with Eaters, she knew it would be a while before she and her band felt in control again. They needed another rest. A chance to recharge.


  Once again, the world shifted, threatening to spin out of control.


  Meiri paused, resting with her hand against the Tower wall. Its familiarity and strength helped to right her world.


  "The Towers are places of strength and peace. This is wrong." Meiri opened her eyes to find Hadrian stopped and glaring at her. "Don't look at me that way."


  "You asked that I reassess the need for more Phoenix Eggs. I did so." Hadrian started walking towards her, anger in every step. "This is the next need. What the Tower has at its very core, and yet you are displeased again."


  "Only with the way," Meiri cried out. "Do this the right way. Ask them."


  "Ask them? Ask for what they guard so closely?" Hadrian's eyes flashed, the anger within them growing. "They will not give it."


  "And so you intend to take it?" Meiri shook her head at the insanity of it. "You should have trained among them when you were a child. For just a short time, and you would understand. Why did you say no?"


  Hadrian turned his glare up at the wall separating them from the inner grounds of the Tower. "You would not understand."


  "So much I do not seem to understand about you anymore," Meiri said before she could stop herself. The moment the words left her mouth she felt remorse, putting a hand out to him. "My love, I am sorry. Too long were we separated. We will find a way to get what we need. You are right. You reassessed and moved on to the next need."


  The fury flaring in his eyes diminished. The smile that formed on his face was not yet a true smile, but the hardness was gone. "I am glad we agree."


  And yet her heart remained heavy. She shook her head at him. "I do not know how to enter an Eebra-Shee Tower except through the gates. I don't think any Weaver does."


  "There must be a way." Hadrian turned away to continue his inspection of the outside of the wall. A useless endeavor, she knew, even if they walked the entire circumference. "Nothing is impenetrable."


  Tired in more than body, Meiri slowly followed. "They were designed to keep out a Nief-Pirae attack. We are nothing compared to such ones."


  Meiri did not expect Hadrian to freeze, his back going rim-rod straight. For his fists to clench so tightly that the skin turned white and bright red.


  "Do not speak of them in my presence," Hadrian said, biting every word out.


  "They are not a favorite subject of mine, either." Meiri stopped, listening to her band. With it, the day spun ever more out of control.


  "Hadrian," Meiri started.


  "I know. We have unwanted visitors," Hadrian finished for her, looking across the grassy clearing away from the Tower.


  Meiri caught up with him, studying the same direction. Not easy to sense through the band with the ambient energy of the Tower interfering. Yet, there was the trace. The other Weavers were out there, somewhere, and growing closer by the moment.


  "I don't want to fight. I'm not up to a fight," Meiri whispered. She closed her eyes tight, wishing to be somewhere else. Anywhere else.


  Such as the gardens of her childhood home. If she wished hard enough, imagined it vividly enough, would she wake up there? Meiri squeezed her eyes even tighter, trying hard. Thinking of the beds of flowers next to the gentle multi-colored hues of the granite paving stones. Of stone benches next to a small waterfall falling into a pond filled with colorful fish.


  She could almost hear the waterfall and the birds. The hum of the insects as they went from one flower to the next. The scent of the flowers on the breeze.


  "Can you find a different Tower? A smaller one?" Hadrian said, breaking her out of the fantasy.


  Meiri opened her eyes, her heart sad to find that it didn't work. She wasn't in the garden, and in fact, nowhere near any Chisomi world.


  "A smaller one?" Meiri echoed. She roused her band. "I can try."


  "Good. Find one." Hadrian erected a Phoenix Egg-enhanced shield around them, one strong enough to block out the energy of the Tower next to them. Meiri moved closer to him in response.


  With the Tower energy blocked, Meiri found a small sub-String nearby, and took them into a Phase.
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  The pilot of the vehicle flew them expertly around the tall inner Tower wall, weaving around trees and bushes nearly at ground level. The other vehicle flew the other direction at a higher altitude. 


  The occupants of neither vehicle found the presence of anyone. Kelsey didn't expect it to. Hadrian was long gone. Looking for him now was a waste of time.


  "We will continue patrols," Master Theroneous said as the vehicle came around full circle. "If this one remains in the area, we will find him."


  "I doubt he is even in this universe any longer," Bonn said.


  "He's good at disappearing," Kelsey added. Especially with Meiri's help. Her heart still mourned what the team believed it needed to do. She hoped for Meiri's sake, the Tower Masters got to her first. It sounded as if they could restrain her without taking away her band.


  The vehicle turned in towards a massive open gate in the wall. The Towers were even taller once inside, rising into the sky from the middle of a large multi-story building at the center. Smaller buildings and Towers ringed the central structure.


  The vehicle landed in an open flat area in front of the steps of the main buildings leading to two massive arched doors. Master Theroneous let go of the rail and opened the door. A ramp descended, and he motioned to it with a clawed hand. "Welcome to the Eebra-Shee Tower of Ekita."


  Kelsey stopped at the bottom of the ramp, stepping to the side out of everyone's way. The grounds were in stark contrast to the wilds outside of the walls. Formal gardens and orchards spread out in all directions across the grounds, all of it in vibrant colors. The white and blue stone below their feet set it all off, almost making her squint at their brightness.


  The gardener side of her appreciated how much work it would take to keep the grounds so well maintained. She and her father would have to work hours on even one corner of it. How much time did the Eebra-Shee spend gardening?


  As if to answer the question, a metal robot almost the same blue color as in the paving stones appeared among the varied trees of the orchard. It methodically worked among clumps of shorter plants in-between the trees and among the walking paths. The robot mirrored the general dinosaur-shape of the Masters around her, instead of the forms of a human or Chisomi.


  She didn't have much time to indulge in her curiosity. Master Theroneous ushered them up the stairs towards the open waiting doors. She would have liked to have studied the carvings along the doorjamb and in the middle of the doors. Or the hall of pillars just inside with little seating areas scattered along its long length. The arched ceiling where the pillars met with curved glowing panels inset between the ridges.


  Master Theroneous kept them moving far too fast to get more than impression of each part. Enough to stoke a burning curiosity. The building was as grand on the inside as the outside. Even the smaller halls. Smaller, but still large enough for them to pass other groups going the other direction with plenty of spare room.


  Kelsey caught glimpses of rooms off to both sides, some small, some large, with some reminding her of classrooms. Dinosaurs all over the place, and not all of the same sort. Some sported horns with bigger heads. Some had heavier bodies and shorter tails.


  But all working together in the same place. A peace permeated the place and slowly went through her. After the experience with the Dividers and Nief-Pirae, it felt great.


  The hall gently curved to the right, leading to other halls branching off in both directions. At the second main juncture, Master Theroneous turned to the left, towards the outside of the building, moving along in a gentle loping movement that set his tail moving gracefully from side to side.


  Kelsey found it fascinating to watch. A real talking dinosaur right in front of her. One that had the shape and accessories of a meat-eater. The part of her that wasn't scared silly at the thought found it wonderful. Besides, what did she have to fear from the dinosaur-version of Master Oin? She'd really liked Master Oin and the funny ways he would stand or sit.


  Master Theroneous stopped at a door on the right side of the smaller hallway, gesturing them inside. "I believe this is what you are looking for."


  Comfortable chairs and couches filled the front room, of the type suitable to Chisomi-like anatomy. From one plush red chair, Ariana's blue and gray-striped head popped up, both her ears turning in their direction. 


  Her golden cat-like eyes widened. She jumped off the chair, running for them. "There you are! Where have you been? You were supposed to be right behind me."


  Kelsey wanted to reach down and pick her up and hug her like a cat, but she was sure Ariana would not appreciate it. Cat-like features such as the slit eyes and flattened cat-like face did not diminish the differences. Such as the thicker tail Ariana used for balance when working on things while balanced on her hind legs. Of the paws with stubby fingers that could grasp things as well as Kelsey's. The Jitnee were an ancient race, an ancestry Ariana was rightfully proud of.


  She settled for a big smile instead. "We made a little detour."


  Ariana stopped in front of them, cocking her head. "You're missing one. Where is Captain Winters?"


  "In her original home Universal Group," Bonn said with a heavy sigh. "The one with the Dividers. Because of how we had to leave, we will have to go back for her."


  "This sounds like quite the story," Ariana said slowly.


  "It is. You have a lot to catch up on," Thalen said, glancing at Kelsey. "Including the dreams Kelsey's band has been giving her. They were relaying to her what happened at Jaenos. We saw the after-affects of it."


  Both of Ariana's ears and her tail were on point. "What? How could you see it? Literally?"


  "Literally. Through a time-loop in the Divider's Universal Group," Kelsey said. The images of it still haunted her waking hours. She'd seen her mother, in the past. And yet, because of the break in time, her mother had seen her, too. The grown-up Kelsey.


  All of it made her head spin in how it came around into a circle. Of what it caused. That because her mother saw her with her band, she'd given it up to baby-Kelsey. Would she have done that if grown-up Kelsey hadn't been there? The mere thought of it filled her with guilt.


  "Sounds like a lot happened for you to be gone only a day," Ariana said. She looked over her shoulder at the door at the back of the room. "Weaver Royken came through our Jump better than expected, but he will still require time to rest before we push on to Sanctuary."


  Kelsey blinked, not sure she'd heard right. "A day? We've been gone longer than a day."


  Ariana returned her attention to them as Weaver Shavee appeared out of the back room. "It's only been a day for us. We arrived here yesterday morning."


  Master Theroneous stood patiently to the side while the other Masters either dispersed or waited outside the door.


  "Time can be quite different among Universal Groups," Sam said, squeezing her arm as she stepped forwards towards Weaver Shavee. "Sometimes a little, sometimes a lot."


  "Then this time it was a lot!"


  "How long?" Ariana demanded.


  Kelsey started mentally counting, but Bonn beat her when he said, "Approximately fourteen days."


  Which sent Kelsey's head spinning even more, with the ramifications. It also made her wonder about how Sanctuary kept time. Was it really almost 16 years since the Jaenos cut-off? Or had time in either place dramatically shifted?


  "By the way, I sensed Hadrian nearby not long ago." Ariana scowled at a wall. "I couldn't go after him with having to protect Weaver Royken."


  "As I told you, I can protect him," Weaver Shavee said, stopping his talking to Sam to answer.


  Ariana ignored him. "Did you sense him?"


  "We did, but he disappeared before we could find him," Thalen said, taking one of the nearby chairs to lean back in.


  "You don't look so well, either," Ariana said. "Have you been injured?"


  "Renewal Phase," Kelsey said.


  "Ah. How much longer will it last?" Ariana asked.


  "It's over. It occurred while we were in the Divider's Universal Group," Thalen said. "And my exhaustion today is merely from our long day. I do not ever wish to feel the touch of a gauntlet attack again."


  "With the Divider's technology now broken, it is unlikely you will. Even when we return to retrieve Delphi to return her to the break-away Universes where we found her."


  Ariana followed the conversation, her head turning from one speaker to the next. "Yes, a lot has happened to you. I want to hear all of it."


  Kelsey turned to Bonn. "You said Weaver travel did not work close to the Tower. How did Hadrian disappear? He shouldn't have been able to Jump or anything else."


  "What has he shown us he can do with his band reinforced by the raw power of Phoenix Eggs?" Bonn asked in a weary tone. He turned back to Master Theroneous who still waited just inside the door. "I would like to give my greetings to the Tower Master. We are willing to aid in the search for Professor Hadrian while we are here."


  "I will relay the request to the Tower Master. I am sure he will have questions for you concerning this Professor Hadrian person, so he can warn the other Towers." Master Theroneous said with a nod of his reptilian head. "In the meantime, rest. If we find any signs of the intruder, we shall alert you immediately."


  With Master Theroneous gone and the door closed, Kelsey wondered what would happen next. Rest up for when Hadrian returned? Why would he show up at an Eebra-Shee Tower anyway, when there was no Phoenix Egg here. From what she remembered about their approach into the Universal Group, there wasn't a single Egg here in the Group or any nearby ones. Why come here?


  "There's another sleeping room over there," Ariana said, pointing to a door on the left with a stubby finger. "I have Weaver Royken set up in the back room with Weaver Shavee."


  With one last word with Weaver Shavee, Sam returned to Bonn. "Shavee and I will take over Royken's recovering and return to Sanctuary. Your team no longer need remain with us for the rest of our journey."


  "Is he stable?" Bonn asked Ariana.


  "Oh yes. Just needs rest, and good food," Ariana said, sitting on her haunches at Kelsey's feet. "A check-up with medical at Sanctuary is still warranted." 


  "Which we will take care of," Sam said, with her attention on Kelsey. "I know you do not dare approach Sanctuary at this time. It is best your team does not come with us even part of the way."


  Kelsey glanced over at Thalen at the remark, but all he did was get up and head for the other room Ariana had indicated. "Let me know if anyone senses Hadrian around. Time for a rest."


  Kelsey watched him go, confused again.


  "I'm ready to go. I had a good rest last night," Ariana said. Then she scowled up at Kelsey. "Despite worrying about what was happening to all of you."


  "You had a reason to worry," Kelsey said. "Delphi had good reason to fear the Dividers. Anyone who has ever encountered them had good reason."


  "Will someone start to tell me what happened? I can't stand the suspense," Ariana said, hopping up onto all fours.


  "Start with Bonn and Indigo. I'm not sure I'm up to the entire story," Kelsey said, suddenly feeling a deep weariness. One that her band echoed back. Sleep would do her well. Time to recharge. Even time to think.


  "She did what she believed she needed to do," Indigo said as a portion of him joined Bonn and Ariana on a nearby couch.


  "Are we talking about Mom?" Kelsey said, the word seeming strange on her tongue.


  "Yes."


  "I still don't understand everything that happened." Kelsey looked off at the door Thalen had gone through. "Or even here."


  "The here and now is simple," Sam said quietly from the closer couch. "Or perhaps you are speaking of Thalen and I?"


  Great. Her heart-sister zeroed right into the current worry with annoying accuracy. "I know it's none of my business."


  "Yet, it is. He's a part of your team. That makes it your business." Sam reached over the arm-rest and took her hand. She tugged her down to a couch. Somewhere, Shavee had disappeared. Probably into the other room with Weaver Royken. "It's true Thalen and I were quite attracted to each other when we were younger. Despite his attitude problems."


  The idea of Thalen being as bad as Quacen in his younger years still didn't seem possible. "Right. And you thought he died in the surges after the Jaenos cut-off."


  "The point is, I did believe he died. I moved on. I had to." Sam sighed, glancing over at the closed door. "We've both changed. That's not a bad thing. We've grown up, but we've grown in different directions."


  "I thought, with you being his Renewal Phase anchor, well, that it might mean something." Kelsey stopped, knowing she was making a mess of it all. Through their heart-sister connection, she sensed a sadness in Sam, but also amusement.


  "Being an anchor is to be almost as close to a person mentally as it's possible to be." Sam returned her attention to Kelsey. "Definitely close enough to realize what I just said."


  "You and Thalen are no longer an item?"


  Sam laughed, the sound of it bringing to them the attention of Bonn and Ariana. "What a curious way to express it. If I understand you correctly, then the answer is no."


  Kelsey looked over to the door again, wondering if Thalen felt the same way. Or how he was taking it. In a way, it meant he lost another small piece of his history.


  "Thalen and I have talked over this. He agrees," Sam said, putting a hand on her knee. "When I leave to take Weaver Shavee to Sanctuary and to take the lead of my own team, Thalen will not go with me."


  A part of Kelsey thrilled at the decision. Calm, rational, and protective Thalen was staying on her team. The other part of her was sad for her new sister. Sad that she wouldn't get a happily-ever-after with the man she thought had died so many years ago.


  Which made her wonder who she should be loyal to.


  "No conflicted feelings," Sam said with a smile. "Thalen has his team, I will have mine. We'll remain friends. Be happy your team is intact and functioning well."


  "Aren't you sad about this?"


  "A part of me, but it's overwhelmed with the happiness of knowing Thalen is alive and well. That's the most we can hope for anyone who is special to us." Sam got up, giving her one more quick smile. "Now, focus on your team. You still have a lot to learn, and if Hadrian has figured out how to travel while in the energy veil of an Eebra-Shee Tower, then you need all you can get."


  Kelsey watched Sam retreat into Weaver Royken's room, still feeling sad. For so many reasons. Sad for Sam, sad for Thalen, sad for the romance that died before it really got started. Sad to be going separate ways with her heart-sister.


  And all of it made her feel all the more tired.


  "Perhaps a rest is in order?" Indigo suggested.


  "I'm not sure I could sleep."


  "You've been through a lot today. We both have. I think you will be able to," Indigo said. "Let Bonn and I inform Ariana of what happened. You do not need to remain here for this."


  "Kelsey, rest up. Then we start training again," Bonn said from across the room.


  With both Bonn and Indigo on her, Kelsey retreated to the other room before Ariana started in. She didn't need more people on her case about what to do and when to do it.


  Kelsey was in a thoroughly bad mood when she settled into one of the several narrow beds in the other room. Too much happening on too many sides, all of them going in the wrong directions. At least, it felt like the wrong directions.


  She should have been even more mad that Indigo proved right. She dropped right off to sleep without any effort at all. Instead, she woke up with a start, much later, feeling very much better.


  With no windows to judge the time of day, it was Indigo who informed her that she'd slept the night away instead of only taking a nap. Not only that, but everyone else was already up and around for the day.


  Kelsey ate a quick breakfast, barely tasting it. From the moment her eyes opened, her mind was running. Running around what had happened, what they still needed to do, and more importantly, what she still needed to learn.


  She put the remains of her meal back in her band, and then concentrating on it. With a little effort, she found the part that would tell her the status of the band. All well, and functioning. Just what she wanted to see. Despite what had happened with the Dividers, the Jump here seemed to have refreshed it. That, and a good night of rest.


  What Kelsey didn't expect was to find almost all the Weavers in the other room along with Master Theroneous and another Eebra-Shee.


  The new Master was a little taller than Master Theroneous, with a thicker tail and two tusks coming out each corner of his snouted mouth. A long fitted dark brown vest comprised all his clothing, which for him, looked right. His tough-looking bright orange, red, and golden skin provided more than enough decoration.


  "Good morning, Kelsey. We were just talking about you," Bonn said, standing next to one of the couches. Ariana looked over the arm-rest, looking completely at ease, but the comment put Kelsey on edge.


  "About me? Did I sleep in that long?" Kelsey asked.


  "You aren't in trouble," Thalen said, an amused glint in his eyes.


  "I was just telling Tower Master Tolkattori that I would like to continue your training while we wait here for Weaver Royken to recover," Bonn said.


  Tower Master Tolkattori bobbed a head with graying scales along the top. "We are a Tower dedicated to training the next generation. This is in keeping with our mission. As Weaver travel is impossible within the confines of the Tower grounds, we shall provide a transport."


  "There are wild grounds to the south you can use," Master Theroneous. "We have a young one who needs vehicle practice."


  "Oh. Thank you," Kelsey said, no knowing what else to say. Well, her thoughts this morning about what else she needed to learn had been answered.


  It felt strange going out with her team without someone else with them. No Sam, no Delphi. The four of the original team all together at the same place and time.


  Kelsey squeezed her grip on the rail of the vehicle as the young driver took a turn a little too fast. A Master seated next to him gently offered advice, and the vehicle leveled out. "No sign of Hadrian last night? My band didn't wake me."


  "Not even a little bit," Ariana said, anchoring herself in one of the seats with all four feet.


  "He's most likely after another Egg," Thalen said. "Something we may want to think about."


  Bonn shook his head. "I'm concerned at how many Kelsey already carries. A band can do only so much."


  Kelsey checked in on all the Phoenix Eggs. They remained where they were before, in the same configuration they'd taken since she'd added all the ones from the Divider Universal Group. It was funny how they'd arranged themselves. As if they had a hierarchy.


  "So far so good," Kelsey said.


  "And I would like to keep it that way." Bonn's attention settled on Thalen. "You lead the travel practice. Simple first, then more complex. I want to ensure her band can handle it with the extra power now inside."


  "So far it has," Kelsey said.


  "Not with this many," Bonn said, turning his attention to her. "Promise me you will tell one of us the moment you sense any strain."


  Kelsey quickly agreed. She didn't need to think twice about it. She wasn't about to jeopardize her band by being silly. It meant too much to her. Like Indigo, it was a living thing that connected her to the mother she never had a chance to know.


  Which brought a new rush of memories. Memories so vivid and full of emotion, that she got caught up in them, not even realizing they were landing.


  "Target Shifting, I think," Thalen said, letting go of the overhead rail to head out the open door.


  "I'm curious to see how far you have come, Kelsey," Ariana said, following Thalen.


  Apprentice Hinporwon stood up from the controls. "I will await you here. Happy training."


  "You won't be bored?" Kelsey asked before following the others.


  Apprentice Hinporwon put a hand into the plaid blue vest pocket and pulled out a familiar-looking crystal. "No, Weaver. I have practice of my own."


  Kelsey sighed at the sight of it. "Right. Have fun with it. I wish I could get back to practicing with mine."


  "You have one?" Apprentice Hinporwon asked, extending her neck out towards Kelsey. The other Master turned towards her, eyes widening.


  "I do. I was training under Master Oin, but the emergency we are now practicing for stopped it. Wish I could join you." With a wave, Kelsey headed out the door before anyone called out for her.


  Ariana was already gone, and Kelsey knew why. Bonn crossed his arms and leaned back against a tree.


  "I'll shut down, in case you start practicing Jumps," Indigo said. "I'm still repairing myself from the last injury."


  "Go ahead," Kelsey said.


  Thalen stepped by her side. "Now we start. Target Shifts first."


  With a grin, Kelsey nodded.


  And so it started. Target Shift to Ariana to another place on the planet. Then back to Bonn. Then Ariana mixed it up by Shifting to a different world within the same solar system, one with air that stank of sulfur.


  "Let's not go quite so far afield next time," Thalen said when Kelsey succeeded into taking them right to her.


  "She did well on the first few. Why not see if she could do well on harder ones?" Ariana looked up at Kelsey. "You are much better than I expected. I do not have to wait long for your arrival."


  "I've been practicing more than you think." Including one time when it saved Kelsey's life.


  "It shows. Very good."


  Another compliment from Ariana? Kelsey wasn't sure what to think of it, except to be highly pleased.


  "Any strain?" Thalen asked.


  "No, none so far. I have noticed that even though Bonn is outside the Tower grounds, the energy of the Tower makes it difficult to sense him there while in the sub-Strings," Kelsey said, wrinkling up here nose. "I would like to find out what Hadrian did to make it possible for Meiri to travel."


  "Now, that is something I would like to know, as well," Ariana said. "Just how close can one Shift to the Tower outer walls?"


  Which started a new experiment, one Bonn heartedly agreed with once they explained the reason for wondering. For wanting to know how Hadrian evaded both them and the Eebra-Shee.


  Bonn took it to a whole new level, though. Target Shifting, moving closer and closer to the Tower walls, but with each of them trying different things to keep Kelsey or Thalen from finding him or Ariana.


  Things like small energy bursts did nothing but make them more visible. From one to the next, Kelsey took her and Thalen from Ariana to Bonn. She was amused to see Eebra-Shee also practicing in their area. It seemed like shortly after coming out of each Shift, Eebra-Shee would soon show up.


  Ariana almost accomplished messing her up. Would have succeeded if not for Thalen taking over the Shift and bringing them to the right spot.


  "Okay, what did you do that time?" Kelsey asked.


  Ariana preened the fur behind one ear with paw. "A shield. A very dense shield."


  "Now, that's interesting, and yet it makes sense. Shields block a variety of energy," Thalen said.


  "Even more interesting? When the shield was up, I thought I could sense a nearby sub-String. Barely, but it was there." Ariana got up and walked over to them. "Now the question is what will a shield strengthened by Eggs do?"


  "Exactly what I was thinking," Kelsey said, looking at Thalen. "How about a reverse Target Shift? You and I close to the Tower walls, and see if Bonn and Ariana can find us?"


  "I'll go find Bonn." Ariana disappeared before anyone else could say a thing.


  "I think she liked the idea of the new challenge," Thalen said with a laugh.


  "And the Eebra-Shee have found us," Kelsey said, pointing down the hill where a group of three appeared out of nowhere.


  "They are a Tower with a strong training program. It makes sense," Thalen glancing down at them. "Ready?"


  "Sure. Shift to a new place as close to the Tower as possible and then set up a shield?"


  "Sounds good to me."


  Which is what Kelsey did, finding it rather difficult. The energy radiating from the Tower made it hard to see both the Tower and the sub-Strings leading close to it, even with her vision enhanced by the Phoenix Eggs in her band. Picking out one of the stronger ones that still allowed her to sense what was on the other end, she brought them down for a landing.


  Right next to the wall. So close she could reach out and touch it.


  Thalen eyebrows rose. "Now, that was close."


  Kelsey erected a shield, pulling energy from the Phoenix Eggs. "We're still on the outside of the outer wall, though. Not even between the outer and inner wall, like Hadrian was."


  And she'd hoped to somehow do what he and Meiri may have done. Shifted or Phased close in, then did the same to get out once they sensed their Weaver team in the area. So much for reproducing the ability.


  Bonn was right about so many Eggs affecting her band in some ways. The Eggs put out so much energy for the shield that it was almost too much. She worked with her band to dampen it before it reached a painful level.


  Which didn't work. Her band insisted in increasing the shield. Finally, Kelsey relented. The strength of the shield flared and it turned more opaque than usual. With the dispelling of the energy, her band sighed with relief.


  "I can sense the sub-Strings easier," Thalen said, looking over the area.


  "Me, too. I thought the shield would block them out." After one more adjustment Kelsey let the flow of energy alone. The surface of the shield reacted by becoming so opaque that it starting warping the image of the forest and grass around them.


  "We've learned something new about what to use when an energy emission distorts our sense to the Strings around them." Thalen nodded, as if to himself. "Yes, a very good thing to know, for many situations. Now we wait to see if Bonn and Ariana can find us."


  Kelsey's eyes narrowed as she spotted movement among the trees. "And more Eebra-Shee."


  "This is their practice area, as well," Thalen said.


  "From what I understood, inside the outer walls was their official practice area." She also knew it wasn't her imagination that the three Eebra-Shee had stopped to look at them, and then huddled around each other to talk. An older dinosaur, with two younger ones, to judge by their size and the fullness in the necks and tails.


  As if they were doing the same sort of training her team was.


  Ariana and Bonn popped out of a Shift right next to them, with Ariana announcing, "Hah! We found you!"


  Kelsey let the shield fall. With it, the energy from the Tower washed over her band's senses, and through her band, up to Kelsey. Her band gave her additional information with the shield down. Such as other Eebra-Shee around them, where when they first arrived there were none.


  Time to find answers. Time to annoy Ariana and Bonn a good old-fashioned interaction with natives.


  With her focus on the one group she could physically see, Kelsey said, "You aren't the only ones. I'll be right back."
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  As Kelsey assumed he would, Bonn demanded, "Kelsey, where are you going?"


  Ariana didn't just ask, she bounded after Kelsey, coming to jog by her side. "What is it?"


  "Too much of a coincidence," Kelsey said, heading straight for the small group of Eebra-Shee.


  "Uh, no arguing with them. They are our allies," Ariana said. "They welcomed my group in with open arms when I asked for help. No questions asked."


  "What makes you think I'm going to argue? I just want to talk to them," Kelsey said, the warm feelings of having impressed Ariana earlier disappearing. What did she think she was? A constantly angry person.


  "Of course. You love to talk." But, Ariana didn't say it unkindly. Only as if it were an obvious thing.


  "Right, talking. We find out all sorts of things talking."


  One of the smaller dinosaurs caught sight of them, turning to speak to the older one quickly. The older one turned towards them, only for Kelsey to recognize who it was.


  "Good day, Master Theroneous," Kelsey said as they approached. "A good day for training."


  "Indeed it is, young Weaver," Master Theroneous said, dipping his head towards them in greeting.


  "We hope our training efforts have not interfered with your own," Ariana said.


  "Indeed they have not. Today's training for our apprentices is going very well," Master Theroneous said, gesturing to the two younger ones with him.


  Kelsey just bet it was. "If I may ask, what are you practicing today? How to sense Weavers?"


  "Kelsey!" Ariana almost shouted.


  Master Theroneous gave a series of sharp barks, barks mimicked by one of the apprentices before they regained control over themselves. By that time Bonn and Thalen had caught up with them.


  Master Theroneous nodded to Bonn. "I see why you are anxious to train this one. She is quick of mind."


  Bonn glanced over at her, at which Kelsey said, "I think I'm right. They pop up every time we land."


  "You have provided us with the opportunity to practice something we rarely have the opportunity to," Master Theroneous. "Something brought vividly to our attention only yesterday."


  "Professor Hadrian," Thalen answered.


  "A person we should have sensed, as he was outside our very inner walls." Master Theroneous clasped his hands in front of his belly, his head shaking slowly side to side. "It has been so long since we have needed to fend off a threat, our abilities have flagged. We will now correct this."


  "It has been most wonderful practice," the smaller of the two apprentices said in a rush of words.


  "It also gives us an excuse to give experienced Masters a chance to practice with the teleportation beams. All in all, very good practice. Practice we may need in the future. Correct?" The last question Master Theroneous directed to the two apprentices.


  "Oh yes," both of them said together.


  The bigger one added, "I could almost see how an enemy of the past could breach the outer wall. The Weaver did something different this time."


  "Good. You are taking a step towards a new reality," Master Theroneous said.


  Which made no sense to Kelsey at all.


  "I had no idea the Eebra-Shee had this kind of travel," Thalen said.


  "We also learned something else," Kelsey said, turning towards them. "Even with shields, we could still sense each other. So could the Eebra-Shee. I think Hadrian erected a shield to sense the Strings around him more clearly, and then Meiri took them into one of the sub-String travels. Although, his shield must have been really powerful. More than the one I used."


  "So dangerous," Bonn said with a shake of his head. "Even if the shield allows one to sense the Strings better."


  "Meiri has taken them into several risky Jumps, Shifts, and Phases," Thalen said. "This would be just one more."


  A risky type of travel she wasn't sure she wanted to attempt soon. Even with the help of a Phoenix Egg enhanced shield to help. "With several Phoenix Eggs at his disposal, and he seems to really know how to use them, I don't see any other way he avoided us when we arrived. I think this experiment proved it's possible."


  "What is a Phoenix Egg?" one of the apprentices asked.


  "Or Strings?" the other asked.


  "We shall discuss this later, when we discuss why today's practice is so important. Soon we shall practice with a Nief-Pirae dummy. You will find it much harder to track." Master Theroneous gave them another bow of the head. "Do not let us prevent your further training."


  "When are you going to use that dummy?" Kelsey gave a shudder, looking up at Bonn. "Does it feel like a Nief-Pirae to a band?"


  "I do not know. I have not seen what they use," Bonn said.


  "I've had enough Nief-Pirae for a lifetime." Kelsey stopped, the memories surging through her mind. Of Dovis and the way he moved. How deadly the Hunters found him. How few weapons worked against him. Including a standard Weaver shield. "Well, except right at first, but I blocked him."


  The Eebra-Shee had gone silent and frozen. The two apprentices stared at her, their eyes as wide as they could get. Master Theroneous demanded with a hard edge to his deep voice, "What is this? Why do you speak of the Nief-Pirae as if you have encountered the black scourge?"


  Thalen sighed. "That would be because we have."


  "What?" Ariana almost screeched. "Where? When?"


  "While in the Divider Universes. They captured one and were scraping off their technology to use themselves," Kelsey said, not liking the way Master Theroneous's claws clenched as if about to strike prey.


  Ariana turned towards Bonn. "You did not tell me this. This was important."


  "Kelsey is the one who mostly dealt with it. The rest of us encountered it only briefly," Bonn said. "I am still working on the full report."


  "Indeed this is important," Master Theroneous said. "We must report this to the Tower Master immediately. We must return to the Tower. Apprentices, you may now practice your activation of the beam to return to the Tower. I will remain with the Weavers."


  Which meant a halt to all training, both Weaver and Masters. Kelsey hadn't meant to do that. She'd just wanted to know what the Eebra-Shee were up to.


  The two apprentices looked at each other, their tails twitching with nervous energy. Both gave a meek, "Yes, Master."


  The smaller one disappeared first. No flash or anything to accompany it. The apprentice simply vanished from sight.


  "You are trying too hard," Master Theroneous said to the remaining apprentice. "Trust the instincts the Tower gives you, not your own."
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