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34 :: The Announcement
“No, I think this one goes here,” Yjifor said to Will.
When Yjifor rearranged the pictures, Will replied, “Now it looks like a Tyrannosauropod.”
“A Tyrannosauropod, what in heaven's name is that?” Yjifor questioned.
“It’s when a Tyrannosaurus mates with a Sauropod and their offspring don’t know whether they should eat each other or the grass. Apparently they can cause quite a mess. How about this?” Will said as he rearranged the pictures differently. 
“OK. I know you are just playing with me, but I do believe this might be a foot,” Yjifor said, pointing to one of the pictures. 
“Yes, you might be right. Do you think this is an arm?” Will replied. 
While the two waited for others to join them, they continued to rearrange pictures of the synthetics that were carved up by Rio in the submarine bay. The pictures were grainy, often out of focus, and nondescript. 
“I’ve been thinking about our encounter with the General. Why do you think he baited you with questions about Jan’te and your son?” Will asked. “I went through the meeting logs, he asked you twice about her.”
“Yes, he did. I’ve been wondering that myself. I wasn’t aware that they had met. At least she never told me about meeting him,” Yjifor replied. “I gather you want to know about how Jan’te died?”
“It would be helpful, but only if you want to share,” Will said. “Look, this might be an eye.”
“I met Jan’te about a year before our altercation. I was training operatives at the command center in Quies, and she walked through the front door looking for a shop. She was lost, so I directed her down the street. I believe it was love at first sight for both of us. She was beautiful, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. For the next couple of weeks, I made a point of hanging around outside the building, and eventually we met again.”
“As our relationship grew, I began to question my commitment to the Izan. I saw the potential for a new life with her, and we married just before I was called away to apprehend Rio and Reed. The shame of my loss at your hands, as the general phrased it, changed my life. I resigned my commission and devoted my time to Jan’te and a year later C’wetel joined us. I was happy, we were happy. Then, two years later, I was told Jan’te had fallen down a steep cliff and had been transported to the local medical facility. When she died, I was devastated, confused, and had to push my grief aside because I was now a single father to an energetic two-year-old. The loss of Jan’te was very difficult for C’wetel, for both of us, but we somehow managed to move past it.”
“I’ve relived that day so often over the years. When I saw her at the hospital, her last words to me were to keep C’wetel away from the Izan. Because of this promise, I began to question the circumstances around her death and decided to investigate her fall. I questioned why she was hiking on that day, on that particular trail, why she was alone and why she didn’t tell me she was going out. I found nothing to suggest her fall was anything other than an accident. After meeting Farnsworth again, I am beginning to wonder what I missed.”
“Yes, I thought there was something in his tone that suggested there was more to this story,” said Willard. “Perhaps we can look into this together.”
“I would welcome a second pair of investigative eyes and was going to suggest to you that we should take a trip to Quies. I want to see if my house is still standing, and there is some equipment I want to pick up. It might also be a good time for Serena to meet C’wetel's friends,” Yjifor said.
“Sounds like a plan, although I think Serena and Jewela are scheduled to host the pilot games on Licentia next week,” Will replied. 
They were then joined by Jewela, Inmaius and Clara. Clara was carrying a tray of watermelon and Inmaius had with him his box of herbs. Yjifor noticed Will’s eyebrows go up when he saw them pass by. 
When Jewela sat next to her father, she looked at the pictures and said, “So, how did you two make out with the reassembly?” After looking at their arrangement, she quickly rearranged the pictures and said, “That’s better. What do you think?” She then went to speak to Clara and Inmaius. 
The two looked at the pictures and, after some time, Yjifor asked, “Do you think it’s a Raptorceratopsian?”
When Laura walked into the room, she went to the table, greeted Will and Yjifor, then looked at the pictures. “Very good,” she said, “You nailed it. We had a betting pool, and it appears I won. Miller will be most annoyed.”
When Miller came into the room, he was hovering above the ground wearing a uniquely designed pair of shoes. With all eyes on him, he first went to look at the pictures, then frowned at his sister and finally, selected a seat at the table. He then proceeded to tell them that Indees, Jimmy-John and Andi had made a special pair of boots for him, which he embedded with the same nano-silver coated quartz beads as the Ventosedare slippers. He then twirled himself around the room, almost knocking Wayne, Tixi and Thomas over as they came in. 
When Chloe, Serena and C’wetel joined the others, Chloe sat with Will and Yjifor and everyone else took their places at the table while they waited for Frederick. 
"Who would like some tea?" Clara asked. “C’wetel, would you like to try a special blend Inmaius has put together? He assures me it’s quite tasty.” “That sounds lovely,” he responded. 
Yjifor then noticed everyone turning to look at C’wetel as he went to Clara to get his tea. He also noticed Will raising an eyebrow at Chloe and her looking back at him, also with a raised eyebrow. 
“And can I suggest paring the tea with some watermelon?” She said, as she held a plate of watermelon out for him to take. "Serena, some tea for you?" “Yes please, and I will take some watermelon as well, thank you.”
“How about you, Chloe, and Yjifor?” With the tea and watermelon in front of him, Yjifor noticed that everyone else was offered a different tea—interesting he thought as he sipped his tea, ate the watermelon, and watched everyone in the room much more closely. Yjifor could tell the twins and the others who could, were talking telepathically. He also saw through his peripheral vision that Chloe and Will were signaling each other through slight body movements, hand gestures and the occasional almost imperceptible sound. 
When Frederick entered the room, he immediately went to Clara, saw the watermelon and raised an eyebrow at Clara as if to ask ‘is that for Andi' When she shook her head, he sighed in relief, then took his tea to the table. 
“OK, let’s begin,” Frederick said to those assembled. “While we wait for Rio, might I suggest we start with Laura.”
Laura told them, while her brother was designing his new slippers, she was working on a new configuration for the pistol. When she put her right hand on the table, a glove appeared covered with buttons and several lumpy forms. She said the new design would prevent the pistol from being knocked out of her hand and, with some further modifications, would be more accurate than the pistol. She asked Wayne if he would be free later to help her test the new design. 
Chloe reported that the third reading of their updated constitution would take place in the next week or two and that she and Seamus were incorporating the feedback from the latest round of consultations into the document. She also said they would be away for a couple of weeks because they needed to go to Capitolium for the final reading and manage the Concilium-wide vote. She reminded everyone to dust off their voting devices as the vote would take place right after the Senate approves the document. For Yjifor's and C’wetel’s benefit, she told them that Seamus was Frederick’s eldest child, who was studying to become the Concilium’s constitutional lawyer.
Serena said the logistics for the pilot games on Licentia were in hand and that she and Jewela would be there for the whole week. She encouraged everyone to attend as they were not only skill-building exercises for their pilots, but also great fun for everyone to watch. Chloe spoke up and said that she had persuaded the other Senators to hold their meetings there for that week and everyone was looking forward to it. 
Will then said that he and Yjifor would be going to Quies to pick up some equipment he had stored and that they would leave after the pilot games. Chloe offered him her Dolphin as she would have no use for it for the next month or so. 
“Brilliant,” said Frederick, “it seems Rio is here, and we should take a short break while she and Miller set up the equipment.”
At the far end of the table, C’wetel nodded to his father in a way that suggested they meet privately for a chat. While everyone stretched their legs and replenished their beverages, the two found a private place to talk. 
:::
“Son,” said Yjifor, “did you notice the subtext in the room? You could cut it with a knife. The last time I experienced something as heavy as this was when one of my colleagues was about to be fired, and he was the only one in the room that was not privy to what was going on.”
“Yes I did,” C’wetel said, laughing. "Dad, there’s something I need to tell you. It’s about Serena and me. Last night we decided to commit to each other. And before you say we’ve only known each other for a minute, I just want to say there’s no one else in this world I would want to share my life with. It’s like the universe threw her in my arms at the Grand Challenge, and it was meant to be." 
Yjifor turned to look at his son and placed a hand on C’wetel’s shoulder. “Son, I don’t believe I told you about the first time I met your mother. For me, it was love at first sight and I would’ve married her on the spot if I could have. I believe she felt the same way towards me. Serena is strong, intelligent, and beautiful, and I believe, a good choice for you. I am happy that you found each other.”
“You know,” he continued, “I thought my proudest day was when I was walking with you down the Grand Staircase, but standing here I know this will be my proudest day. The day my son, my little boy, tells me he is ready to take on the responsibility of a man, to become a husband and, in time, perhaps a father. I am so proud of you C’wetel. Your mother would be too if she were here.”
“Oh, on the father thing,” C’wetel said, “Serena’s pregnant.”
“Well, that was fast,” Yjifor said, laughing. “Is that what the tea and watermelon were about?”
“Yes, Serena warned me that it was coming, and that you can’t keep any secrets from a group of empaths,” he laughed back. Standing in front of a window C’wetel saw Indees walk by. “Excuse me, I need to catch Indees before she leaves,” then ran off to find her. 
:::
When Yjifor returned to the meeting, he went immediately to Serena and gave her a big hug. He welcomed her into his family, and announced to everyone that he knew she was pregnant. Everyone in the room sighed in relief, then jumped up to congratulate her. 
He then found Chloe, took each of her hands in his and said, “It appears we’re going to be grandparents.” “Yes, indeed,” she said, smiling back at him.

35 ::: The Synthetics
Miller set up a special pad on the floor and from it, he was displaying holographic reconstructions of the synthetic forms Rio had carved up in the submarine bay. Her sword had documented the densities of each slice as it had passed through the seven synthetics, and he and Laura were able to reconstruct their bodies one puzzle piece at a time. 
Frederick then turned to Reed and asked, “Reed, what do you see?”
“Well, this is very interesting,” he replied. “I see a human form, but I need to see the underlying structure to get a fuller picture of how they were constructed. Rio, can you focus on one and show me its internal structure?”
“Yes, where would you like to start,” she replied. “Fortunately, they were all made in the same way, and we were able to use bits and pieces from each of them to create one whole body.”
“Start with the spine and move out through the flesh from there,” he said. 
Rio then reduced the holographic form to just its spine, then slowly, when directed by Reed, rebuilt the body one layer at a time. As each layer was placed over the spine, Reed saw its nervous system, connective tissues, muscles, organs, fluids, then finally its skin. Everyone was mesmerized by what they saw. 
“I see the bones and spinal column closely matching ours,” he continued. “There are some minor differences, but they are masked by the flesh and will not be noticed by anyone looking at them. I see that it has no organs that match our organs, although it has pockets of what might be considered organs, and I’m guessing they would be tailored and specific to their configuration. The connective tissues holding everything together are clearly not the same as ours. They almost appear like filaments of fine string or perhaps glass. There’s no heart or brain, so I’m at a loss to understand how this thing is powered and how its internal communication systems work.”
“There’s a fluid that surrounds the body just under the skin, so I’m thinking this would either be to mimic blood in case one of these gets cut, or part of its thermal control system. Inmaius, you said that they were walking in and out of lava, is that correct?”
“Yes,” Inmaius said, “as if it was water, and they had no breathing apparatus either.”
“Without any lungs, they wouldn’t need any special breathing equipment, nor food, for that matter, as it has no stomach. Rio, can you focus in on the muscle tissue?” 
“Yes, I can clearly see the muscle tissue is synthetic and polymer-based like plastic. Show me the connective tissues again?”
“They look to be of two types; one is fine thread, perhaps metal, and the other is optical-like glass. Maybe the metal threads keep the form together and the glass transmits information. I will need to study this further. Can you send me all your information and any analysis to the lab?”
“Of course,” Rio replied. “I will help you with the decoding.”
“Well, that was interesting,” said Frederick. “Any questions before Reed and Rio leave.”
“The young aid we saw at the meeting with the Chancellor whispered something to the General. Do you have any idea how this thing is able to speak?” asked Willard. 
“Clearly, there is a mouth,” replied Reed. “Perhaps sound, and the language center is part of the unusual tissue in the brain. I'll look into it. Anything else?”
“This is more of an observation than a question,” said Jewela. “The time between my sneeze and the aid coming into the room seemed very short, and I wonder how he knew of the tornado and the raider attack so quickly?” 
“I was wondering that myself,” said Miller. “I’m working on the assumption that they have a separate communications system for these synthetics. The question is what frequency does it run on, and who is connected to it? They were very effective at frequency fencing Serena, and it took some effort to re-modulate our network before the meeting started. Whoever set up their frequency protocols knows what they are doing.”
“I might be able to help with this,” said Yjifor. “After I resigned my commission, I slowly infiltrated their bases in Quies and took out specific pieces of equipment. This is why Will and I are going to Quies after the games.”
“Excellent, any other questions or observations,” Frederick said. Hearing none, he then asked Rio to put up a picture of the woman Bill saw in the biosphere.
Alex and Sally walked into the room just as Frederick was asking if anyone knew who the mystery woman was. 
“That ungrateful wretch,” Sally said, then turned to look at Alex.
Everyone in the room paused and waited for Alex to speak. Eventually, he said, “Yes, I know who she is, she’s my ex.”
“Your ex!” Jewela said, standing up and moving next to Alex. “This woman is your ex, the one you told me about!”
“Yes, and I hoped to never lay eyes on her again. What’s she done now?” he replied, looking at everyone in the room.
“OK people, it’s time to take a stretch while we find a couple of chairs for Alex and Sally. Their trip to Licentia will need to be delayed until after they’ve briefed us on who she is,” said Frederick. 
:::
“Her name is Alice Liddell, and we first met while I was training at the Earhart airbase in Trepassey. Sally was there as well. We dated for a couple of years until it became obvious to me, and everyone else, that Alice had an agenda that went beyond romance,” Alex said to everyone in the room. 
“You’re being too polite, Alex, lay it out for them,” said Sally. “She is a first-class witch. She’s manipulative, deceitful and self-indulgent to the core. Her immorality knows no bounds and I could see that she had Alex and the other male pilots spell bound in some way. We hated each other, and after a while, she knew to steer clear of me.”
“She would bring equipment onto the base and I began to notice soon after that the pilots would behave recklessly. They started countermanding their orders and engaging in maneuvers that weren’t safe. It wasn’t until two of our teams willingly smashed their planes into each other that the other pilots began to wake up.”
“When I reported my concerns and observations to the Commanding Officer, he ridiculed me and threatened me with dishonorable discharge. That’s when Alex and I decided to leave. I hoped never to see her face again. So tell me, why am I looking at it now?”
“She was one of the people in the interrogation room monitoring Serena,” Jewela said. “She was the only one not hypnotized and the one that threw the knife into the lasso just as we were leaving.”
“My instincts were correct,” Chloe spoke up. “I sensed she wasn’t hypnotized, and she hid it very well. She must have been watching our every move on the monitors.”
“Indeed,” said Will. “Perhaps she picked up my tie from the submarine bay. I wonder why she didn’t tell her colleagues about it?”
“She wouldn’t say anything to anybody unless it was in her best interest. I expect she’s biding her time until she discovers who you are,” said Sally. “I gather you whipped the servers of all the data? She’ll be really pissed at that.”
“Is she an interrogator?” asked Miller.
“No,” replied Alex, “She’s a researcher with an interest in frequencies. She was always very coy whenever I asked her about what she was doing and what the equipment was that she brought with her.”
“Well,” Laura said, “it looks like we’ve found our frequency maven.”
Rio spoke up and asked Alex and Sally if they had any item of hers, perhaps a gift she had given to them at one time. They both said they didn’t think so but would look through their things to make sure.
“Now that we have a place to start, might I suggest we call it a day and reconvene during the pilot games. I think we’ve detained Sally and Alex long enough. They need to get to Licentia to set up the games.”
“Wait, before everyone leaves,” Will said, “We might want to increase our security during the games, especially if she has technology that can interfere with our pilots. I’ve noticed an increase in Federation chatter lately, and they have doubled their patrols of the fringe.” Everyone nodded in agreement. 

36 :: The Pilot Games
“Good morning grandma,” said Yjifor as he walked on to the terrace.
“Good morning to you grandpa,” Chloe said back to Yjifor, sitting with Will at a table.
“You two have become very chummy,” Will said, smiling at both of them. 
“Like they say, a little tango every once in a while does no harm,” Chloe said. The three, with their breakfast beverages in hand, then burst into laughter. 
“What’s on the agenda for today,” Chloe continued. “I have meetings scheduled all day with various Senators and won’t be able to attend the opening ceremonies, but I will be able to see everyone tonight for dinner.”
“I'm giving the opening address in about an hour, so I can’t linger too long,” Will replied. 
“I thought, after the opening ceremonies, I would take a walk in the gardens. I had heard whispers of the beauty of this planet, but it’s beyond anything I could imagine. There’s nothing like this place inside the controlled zone. Some areas of Quies come close, but it’s not the same. The light is different here, warmer, more yellow I think,” said Yjifor. 
“I have to go. If Seamus and I are successful today, the vote will be tomorrow.” She then handed two voting devices to Yjifor and asked Will to explain how they worked.
:::
Will told Yjifor that when a question is posted, every adult Concilium member will have 12 hours to cast their vote. This vote will register as either ‘yes’ in favor of the question, ‘no’ against the question, plus some other option like ‘it needs more discussion’ or ‘I will support the majority’. For a question of this significance, the Senators will be looking for a 90% or more vote in favor of the question. In most cases, a majority of 60% in favor is necessary to carry a vote. 
As votes are cast, a running tally is displayed at the bottom of the module that shows the percentage of Concilium members that have cast their vote. The result of the vote will not be displayed until the voting time period ends, or 100% of the members have voted. Each vote is anonymously encrypted at the time it is cast and stored in a secure place in the library, and nobody, not even Rio, is able to discern the vote in advance. After the Concilium members are told whether the vote is carried or not, all voting data is deleted and not able to be recovered. 
Will then suggested he keep the device with him, and vote accordingly. Will then explained how each device was designed to work with the holder's soul fingerprint, and if it was ever lost or needed to be replaced, he should approach Miller or Laura.
:::
As Yjifor drank his beverage, he looked out from the terrace into the beauty of Licentia, and saw the pilots assembling on the beach below. 
Licentia was a water planet with islands of jutting fjords, beaches, gardens, and foliage beyond description. The Concilium decided to name her the pleasure planet and kept her presence well hidden from those who might abuse her gifts. 
She had a tilting axis which gave way to the seasons and a rhythm of life that produced its abundance through each cycle. The islands in the polar regions were where people could ski, skate, mush teams of dogs, or ice climb on the glaciers. The tropical islands were where people went to swim in the ocean, soak in the sun on the beaches, dive in the reefs or bird watch in the jungles. The temperate regions were where the manicured gardens grew, where people could hike in the coolness of the mountains, picnic with their families or marry their chosen ones. The ocean was full of a wide variety of aquatic species, with just as many avian species flying above. 
All the accommodations were located on three of the largest islands in the temperate zone. Each facility was designed to visually harmonize with the local foliage and to show off Licentia’s splendor. Licentia’s bounty of fresh fruits, nuts, berries and the like were available to everyone and Trios were everywhere to provide any other item a visitor needed. 
Transport Portals connected all the islands, so one could surf in the morning and snowshoe in the afternoon, if they wished. The Transport Portals were powered by the natural energy resident in the soil and water, and were framed to look like doorways. 
When a traveler entered their destination on a keypad, the frame at the destination and the origin would vibrate, and an ultra-thin membrane of shimmering algae would appear inside the two frames. When the algae at each location synchronized, a conscious web of mycelium filaments would form an invisible bridge between the two portals that transcended the concept of distance. Like going from the living room into the kitchen or the hallway into a bedroom, the bridge could transport the traveler instantly to their destination without any harm to their body or impact on their energy field. The engineering team and every member of the Concilium knew Licentia well. 
:::
Standing on the beach, the spectators cheered as Willard finished his opening address and invited Serena to the podium so that she could outline the game's logistics. She reminded the participants that the games were designed to help them build their skills and that the only prize at the end of the three days would be bragging rights. Everyone cheered again. 
From the table-top cliff, she looked down at the pilots, and told them about the many trials they set up for each of the three days, and ship classes; for their Dolphin class ship there were shorter trials designed for accuracy; for their Falcon class ship there were maneuvering and gliding trials; and, for the Vespa class there were exercises designed to improve the speed of loading, unloading and the dropping of cargoes in precise locations. 
The table-top cliff was the viewing area for the senior pilots, guests, and judges; everyone else remained on the beach below. 
“There you are,” Will said to Yjifor. “How are the gardens today?”
“Spectacular,” Yjifor responded. “I saw the drones picking fruit and herbs. They were quite something.”
Will continued the conversation by telling Yjifor how Licentia was developed. “In the early years, people came and went by ship. They would camp out of the ships and had to bring everything they needed with them. These people were mostly researchers who studied the local vegetation and the sea life.”
“Because the islands were so rocky, there was no soil to support land-based animals or any amount of agriculture, which made it impossible for people to settle here for any length of time.”
“When the engineering team developed the Trio, and soon after the transport portals, the Concilium decided to permanently install the technology on the largest islands. People could then visit whenever they wished without the burden of hauling stuff with them. Eventually, the portals and Trios were installed on the neighboring islands, and everything you see and can experience grew from there,” Will told Yjifor.
“When the drones were designed, the engineering team and the botanists decided to use them to harvest natural food sources. Drones of all shapes and sizes were designed; some drones fly through the trees picking the ripest fruits and nuts; other drones vibrate a plant to dislodge the fruit while others wait on the ground to pick the fruit up; and, we even have drones that work to assist the pruning and pollination cycles,” Will said.
“The logistics for the drone cultivation system was designed by Frederick. By knowing the visitation schedule, the picking drones would be dispatched to seek out food in the quantities estimated, then deliver the food to larger drones that would then fly or portal their cargo to the accommodation areas. Everything is delivered within hours of it being picked.”
“It’s quite a system,” Will said. “What we learned here we incorporated into the other settlements. It removes the need for people to spend their time foraging—unless they want to, of course. Regular, larger shipments of food come into the central cargo hub and everything gets distributed out from there.”
“Any industrial or permanent settlements are forbidden. The Concilium has decided to keep Licentia as she was always intended to be, and we do not, under any circumstances, interfere with the animal habitat. This is their home, we’re visitors.”
“How about a ride on the water? I’ll show you another side of Licentia,” Will said. “I’ll find Wayne and Sally. Perhaps you can see if C’wetel wants to come along. We’ll meet on the dock next to the medical facility.”
“Yes, of course,” Yjifor replied. 
:::
The five stood inside a covered area that had a metal framed structure suspended from the ceiling. With the press of a few buttons, the holographic projector precipitated a high-performance speed boat onto the water—fueled and ready to go. On board was a mini-Trio, a full ship-to-shore communications system and comfortable areas for people to sit. 
C’wetel whispered to his father, “I love these people.” His father gave him a half hug, slapped him on the back and whispered back. “There our people now.”
With Wayne at the helm, Will sat with Yjifor across from Sally and C’wetel. The ocean was teaming with marine life. There were whales, dolphins, and schooling fish of all shapes and sizes. Under the crystal clear water they could see reefs and sea vegetable farms that were used both as nurseries and for food. There was algae at the top of the water column, a variety of crustaceans, flat fish and cephalopods at the bottom, and every type of aquatic life imaginable in between. The water was cool to the touch, but not cold—perfect for swimming. 
With the boat stopped—bobbing on the waves, and within site of the cliff diving gliding competition—Will said, “Yjifor, you haven’t had a chance to properly meet Sally. She’s the head of security for the games. Sally, update us on what’s going on.”
“Well,” she said, “Rio and Ted reinforced the security dome and did a scan of the area to ensure it was tight. We dispatched sniffer drones far and wide, and so far they haven’t reported any unusual behavior. I supplemented our ground security with a few extra people. They are keeping a close watch on the visitors. Why do you ask?”
“Yjifor said something to me this morning that bothered me.” He replied, then looked at Yjifor. “You said, ‘I had heard whispers of the beauty of this planet’, does the Izan know about this place?”
“Not that I am aware of,” he replied. “One of my friends on Quies was a botanist, and one day he told me he was leaving for the fringe because he had found a planet full of research potential. Because he knew he could trust me, he told me about his research and asked me not to mention it to anyone. C’wetel would’ve been about 15 at the time, and I’ve not seen or heard from him since.”
“So that would’ve been, what, 14 years ago or thereabouts?” Will asked. “What was his research?”
“He specialized in roses, and apparently there were many varieties here that interested him.”
“Did he publish his research?” Sally asked.
“Good question. I don’t know,” replied Yjifor. “His name was Moss Bourbon.”
“I’m on it,” she said. “Take me to the dock.” 
“Sally, do you know if Alice did any research on floral scents?” Will asked.
“I don’t know, but it wouldn’t surprise me. She always bathed herself in the most hideous perfume!” 
“Yjifor,” Will continued. “If the Izan did know about this place, how would they come at us?”
“Well, it seems to me you have the airspace covered, so I'm thinking it would be a strike from the water. A submarine perhaps, or something that could be hidden until needed. How deep is this water?”
“It’s quite deep and full of trenches with lots of rocks and coral for cover. But it’s so vast we can’t effectively monitor it without hydrophones, and we’re forbidden to install such equipment. Sally, do we have any drones monitoring the water outside the security perimeter?”
“We have a couple. I’ll precipitate a few more and get them operational,” she replied.
“Maybe we could get Bill to have a conversation with the dolphins, to ask them to monitor the perimeter for us,” said C’wetel. 
“Excellent idea. I believe Bill is at the gliding competition with Thomas. I’ll leave that with you and Wayne to coordinate.” 
When everyone disembarked, Will pressed a couple of buttons and the speed boat dissolved into the ether. 
:::
No one noticed that a new rock had appeared in the night. It sat with a perfect view of the games, on a pile of similar-looking semi-submerged rocks on the backside of the beach next to a deep water trench.

37 : The Grand Dance
“How did the meetings go today?” Ines asked Chloe. 
“Very well. There were a couple of minor wording changes to the revised constitution, and a notice of vote will be going out shortly.” Replied Chloe. “How were the games today?”
“They were very exciting. A couple of pilots ended up in the ocean, but for the most part everyone stayed dry, and did very well. I think Apollo is tops on the leader board,” Ines said. 
“My money’s on Maverick,” said Clara. “He always does well at these games.”
“Who are Maverick and Apollo,” said C’wetel. “I thought Serena introduced me to all the pilots and I don’t recall anyone by the name of Apollo.”
“The names are handles—nicknames—that the pilots give each other. They do that mostly for security reasons, but they also use it as a way to endear themselves to each other. It builds familiarity and trust between them,” Chloe said to C’wetel. 
“Well, that makes more sense. I can understand why someone would choose Starbuck, but who would want to have the handle Hot Dog? Do each of you have handles?” C’wetel asked. 
“Yes, of course, and you’ll have one once everyone gets to know you. It’s a rite of passage for anyone involved with Serene Corp.,” Ines said.
Just then their voting devices lit up, vibrated or made a sound depending on how the owner configured it. Most people on the terrace stopped what they were doing and looked at their devices. 
“It appears the notice of vote has been issued. C’wetel, because you’re new to the Concilium and our voting process, might I suggest you choose either the ‘go with the majority’ or ‘decline to vote’ options?” Chloe said. “The vote will begin at midnight, and you will have 12 hours to register your decision. You just need to press a button, and it’s done.”
When Serena stood, she said to everyone at the table that the closing ceremonies would be different this year and that everyone was invited onto the table-top cliff to be part of the ceremony. She suggested they might want to dress for the occasion, then looked at her intended and said, “OK, lover boy, it’s time to dance. My mother has monopolized you all evening. It’s my turn to reap the joy of your smiling face.” Serena winked at her mother as the two left to dance.
“Rio, it’s lovely to see you here tonight, and that dress really suits you,” Chloe said. “What’s that you have there?”
“Alex gave me a pair of cufflinks. They were given to him by Alice years ago, and he had completely forgotten about them.”
Ines took one and Chloe took the other and inspected them closely. “They’re exquisitely made, of high-quality gold, and are embedded with an interesting stone,” said Ines. “The makers' mark suggests they were handmade on Siris. One of a kind, I expect.”
“I agree. The same quality work as Indees and I think it might function in the same way my jewelry does,” said Rio. 
“What do you mean?” asked Chloe. 
“When Alex gave them to me, he was relieved, and hoped it would remove her ‘ghost’, as he phrased it, from his mind. He told me he would often see visions of her watching him. Sometimes she would be standing close to him, sometimes he would see her in a crowd of people, and sometimes she would show up in his dreams.” Interesting, thought Chloe. “I will spend some time with them this evening and see what I can find out.”
“Yjifor, take a seat. You have been dancing all evening, you must be tired,” said Ines. “C’wetel is such a good dancer. Did he have lessons?”
“When I set up my martial arts school, the shop next to mine was a dance school, and the owner was also a single parent. She had two daughters about C’wetel's age, and we agreed to allow the children to take any lesson they wanted from either school without any financial transactions between us. They all learned to dance, and the girls did very well with the martial arts. It kept them busy, and exhausted their energy, which we both appreciated.” 
“For years, and from a very young age, I had dance classes with our children. I taught them every move I learned at the Academy. It’s a great skill to have and must work well with the martial arts,” said Ines. 
“Indeed, it does. The martial arts are also called the dance of defense, and everyone should be able to pull some technique out of their pocket when they need to,” Yjifor replied.
“And now for the last dance of the evening we have a special performance. So, ladies and gentlemen, take your seats,” Alex said into the microphone. When everyone was ready, he continued, “May I invite Serena and C’wetel to the floor to begin the Grand Dance.”
With a spotlight on them, they began to waltz, then quickly they were joined by Thomas and Tixi, Inmaius and Laura, Miller and Jewela, and Ted and Rio. In tandem, each couple danced several rotations around the dance floor to a waltz, then the music changed to a tango—the same tango Chloe and Yjifor danced to at the ball. 
When the women removed their formal outerwear, everyone saw their curves and legs. When the men removed their formal outerwear, everyone saw their chests and muscles. The crowd was ecstatic. 
The five couples treated the audience to a competition-level tango dance off—it was electric and everyone felt it. 
Ines leaned into Leea and whispered, “I knew Rio could dance but LOOK at Ted.” Yes, Leea nodded wide-eyed and enraptured. They could both see that the connection between them was strong and that they were clearly announcing their relationship to everyone. 
As the passion of—attraction—repulsion—negotiation—caress—spurn—flick—reverberated out from the terrace into the waters of Licentia, each couple took the center stage, and strutted their stuff until the negotiations concluded, and the dance came to an end.
Yjifor and Chloe were the first to jump up and cheer loudly. Bravo—bravo was the shout from the crowd. 

38 :: Omega-3
The next morning, Yjifor hurried to the terrace and said to those at the table, “I came as fast as I could. What’s happened?”
At the table sat Will, Wayne, Sally, Chloe, Reed, Clara and a man Yjifor did not recognize. He was introduced to him as one of the botanists and a volunteer gardener.
Will then looked at Sally and said, “Tell us what you told me last night.”
“I did some research on Moss Bourbon and found a paper he published just before he relocated to Capitolium. His paper was on a very rare variety of rose that only grew here on Licentia. I asked around and found Butler—she looked at the botanist next to her—who was part of the initial development of the islands. He knew Moss and I will let him continue the story.” 
Butler was an older man with a weathered complexion, calloused hands, rumpled clothes, and a calm bearing that came from working outdoors his whole life. “Yes, I knew Moss. He was a lovely man and dedicated to his research. We shared many a story over the evening campfire. On his last trip to Licentia, about 10 years ago, he brought with him a woman he introduced to us as Carol Lewis. She had an interest in the local geology and would take Moss in her shuttle from island to island looking at the local vegetation.” 
“She was with us for about a month, then suddenly Moss declared to everyone that she had dumped him and left. He was in tears and confused by the suddenness of it all. I think he quite liked her. When it was time to leave, Moss didn’t turn up so we went looking for him and found him at the bottom of a cliff. He was dead. It was a horrible situation, and I remember it as if it had happened yesterday. He had no family in Capitolium, so we buried him on his favorite island.”
“Is this the woman,” Wayne said as he held up a grainy, unfocused picture of Alice. 
“Well, that’s not a very good picture, but yes, that looks like her.” 
“What can you tell us about her shuttle?” Sally asked. 
“Not much. Anytime someone would ask, she moved the conversation in another direction. She slept in it and Moss camped with us. He told me it had just two seats and lots of equipment. I remember it was very quiet, and would suddenly appear when she came to pick Moss up each morning. She never ate with us or took any of our supplies.”
“Did it have any markings or insignia on the outside?” Wayne asked.
“No, nothing at all and I looked. I began to get quite suspicious of her just before she left. Perhaps that’s why she left.”
“OK, thank you, Butler, for sharing this with us,” Will said to Butler as he left the table. “I’m putting the games on Omega-3 security protocol. Do this quietly, people. I don’t want the competitors or the spectators to know—it might be nothing.”
Reed spoke up, “I’ll make sure the supplies are topped up and the search and rescue teams are aware of the protocol.” 
“And I’ll put our emergency kit in one of the drones,” said Clara. 
“I’ll have a quiet word with our watchers and ask Bill to let the dolphins know. I noticed they had moved into the bay overnight,” said Sally. 
“I’ll tell Alex. He’ll inform the rest of the organizing committee,” said Wayne. 
“Thank you,” Will said to each of them as they left the table. He then looked at Yjifor, “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Moss was indeed a lovely man,” Yjifor responded. “I think I’ll find Butler and ask where his grave is. I’d like to pay my respects.”
:::
As day two of the pilot games began, Alice sat in her shuttle looking at a monitor that relayed information from the rock in the bay. The shuttle was cloaked, and sat in a deep stone crevasse covered in tropical vegetation. The island was small, quite far from the games, and because the stone was black granite, she could communicate with her drone-rock easily. 
Displayed on the desk in front of her were pictures. She picked up the first one and said, “Bitch—if Farnsworth hadn’t been so hell-bent on interrogating you I’d still have my data.” It was a picture of Serena at the opening ceremonies. 
“And who are you little boy? I barely recognized you with your clothes on,” Alice said to herself, looking at a picture of Thomas with Bill—the child—on his shoulders. “And who is this carrot-topped hulk underneath you—your father maybe?”
“And you—you treasonous leech. You spewed your lies to the Commanding Officer and got me banished from the base.” After a short pause, Alice continued, “And you took Alex—her finger gently touched the image of Alex—with you.” 
Her next picture was of Willard as he gave the opening address—Jewela was standing next to him. Humph she sounded, “You wiped my data and walked around like you were on a pleasant Sunday afternoon treasure hunt. Tell me old man, were you the one that beat the General?”
“I hope the old hag I nailed died—she deserved it after what happened to me.” Alice said out loud to herself about Chloe. “I know the other two are here somewhere—show yourselves!”
Pinned to a wall in her working area was Willard’s tie and a handwritten note underneath it that said ‘Pilot Games—Licentia’. 

39 ::: Day Two
“I love day two, and I’m thrilled that they decided to use the lassos. What an experience we had last month during Serena’s rescue,” Ines said to Chloe while they sat in the table-top cliff viewing area overlooking bullseye disks floating in the water.
From the Falcons, the competitors were to ready their lassos, jump from the ship, then steer themselves to their designated target platform. Those that were successful stayed dry, those that were not successful were pulled out of the shallow bay by the search and rescue team. 
“I do too,” said Chloe. “It’s nice to have a break from the Concilium. It’s so lovely here, I really should come more often.”
“The vote is progressing nicely, I gather?” Ines continued.
“Yes, the majority of votes have been registered already and Frederick and Seamus are in Capitolium overseeing the logistics. He wishes he was here.”
As Jewela and Alex piloted the Falcon into the bay, a dozen pellets began to drop from the back cargo dock. All cheered when a pilot landed on a target. It was one of those competitions that did not need any kind of judicial ruling, as it was very clear to everyone who was successful, and who was not. 
“May I join you two lovely ladies,” said Yjifor. Of course was the reply. 
“How was your trip with Butler yesterday,” said Chloe. 
“Difficult—he and Jan’te grew up together. They were best friends. Those that knew Moss planted roses around his grave and kept it manicured. It’s a beautiful place. He has a perpetual view of the rising sun,” replied Yjifor. “Where is everyone?”
“Laura, Miller, and Tixi are in the control center, Thomas and Inmaius are on the ship and C’wetel is trying to stay out of Serena’s way on the beach. I think Will and Wayne are watching from the water. The dolphins love this competition. It looks like they laugh when someone gets wet,” replied Ines. 
When all the pellets had landed, the pilots positioned themselves in the center of their respective targets and lassoed themselves back into the ship as it made a second pass over the bay. This was repeated two more times before everyone took a break. While the ground crew set up for the next round of pellet drops, the ship returned to the landing area and picked up the next group of pilots.
“Excuse me, Frederick is calling.” Chloe then got up and left the viewing area. She returned a short time later and said she had to go to Capitolium. “I’ll see everyone tonight for dinner.”
:::
While Yjifor and Ines spent the morning watching the pellets drop, Alice continued to take pictures. 
“Got-ya lover boy!” Alice said as she looked at a picture of Serena and C’wetel on the beach.
“And you old man with the sica, are you perhaps from Quies? It wouldn’t surprise me if the lover boy here was your son? And who are you sitting with?”
“I’ll need to consult the staff database when I get home. Can’t send any transmissions from here, as there are too many fracking sniffer drones flying around,” Alice muttered to herself. 
"And how is it they are able to steer themselves into the targets so precisely? The swirls of energy resemble what I saw when they left the biosphere—interesting," she thought. “I wonder, does the Federation have this technology?”
:::
C’wetel and Yjifor arrived late for dinner and were soaking wet. They told everyone they had decided to go into the cold northern areas, because they hadn’t experienced snow before. 
“We spent a lot of time making snow angels, and we even tobogganed down a couple of hills,” C’wetel, smiling like a happy child, announced to everyone. “We met some nice people that helped us figure out our clothing and equipment. It was so refreshing. Anything exciting happen here this afternoon?”
“Well, a lot of people got wet, but a couple of our pilots stayed dry—so that’s good. Leea spent the day in the gardens and is sporting the most spectacular sunburn. Wayne and Will were working on their tans all day and browned up nicely. The dance troupe has been asked if they do performances. We have a new constitution, and before I forget, the Concilium is being sued for tribute evasion. So all round, it was a successful day,” Serena said to C’wetel just before she gave him a kiss. 
“Tribute evasion, interesting,” said Yjifor. “It looks like round two is about to begin.”

40 :: Daddy’s Girl Down
“Enough of my ramblings,” said Will. “As you all know, the closing ceremony will be a little different this year and I have invited Serena to the podium to do the honors.” He then held one of his hands out to Serena. When she reached him, he gave her a kiss on the cheek and whispered in her ear, "This is for Scrub," then took one of her hands and kissed it. Serena then caressed Will’s face and said, “Thank you.”
“Before I close the games, I want to take a moment to formally introduce my new family to you,” she beckoned her mother to stand beside her. “You all know my mother, of course.” Everyone cheered. 
“And, most of you know C’wetel,” she then put her hand out to beckon him, and when he stood beside her at the podium, everyone cheered again. “And, finally, I want to introduce my future father-in-law, Yjifor.” She beckoned him to stand next to C’wetel. 
When everyone quieted down, Serena and C’wetel turned to face each other and held hands. C’wetel then began to speak.
“Serena, from the moment we met I knew I didn’t want to spend another day without you in my life. I love you, and say to you before our family and friends that I will protect and care for you, and any children that we might have—he then winked at her—to my dying breath.”
"Your courage, independence, and grace honor me, and I wish my mother could be here today to witness our partnership. I give you my body, my heart and my soul for as long as you deem me worthy of your honor."
Wide-eyed, both Chloe and Yjifor leaned back and looked at each other as if to say, ‘This is the wedding!’ Each realizing she was the maid of honor and he was the best man.
Serena then said, “C’wetel, my love for you started with our first embrace. When I fell into your open, welcoming, loving arms, I did not want to be separated from them. I want those arms in my life. I want you in my life.”
“I say to you in front of our family and friends, that I will hold, protect and care for you and our children to my dying breath. I give you my body, my heart and my soul for as long as you deem me worthy of your honor.”
“Although my father is not here today, I know he is out there in spirit watching over me, and now he will be watching over you too. I love you.”
“Serena, will you share your life with me?” “Yes, I will,” Serena responded.
“C’wetel, will you share your life with me?” “Yes, I will,” C’wetel responded.
C’wetel then took two rings out of one of his pockets, gave one to Serena, then slipped the second on her ring finger. She in turn put her ring on his ring finger. Before everyone, they kissed. 
:::
“What! You’ve got to be kidding me! The bitch looks like she’s just married lover boy. This can’t be. NO!” Alice screamed at the monitor and, with one swipe of her arm, threw the contents of her desk onto the floor of the ship.
:::
While the crowd below cheered, and as the unknowing wide-eyed wedding party began to hug each other, they did not see pilots quietly moving to stand behind each of them. When Serena, standing behind her mother, said, “Ready, boys and girls,” all the pilots activated their lassos just as Rio and Ted flew by in one of the Falcons. Each of the pilots then bear-hugged their designated passenger and, off the cliff-top, the bundle of lasso’s flew and tethered themselves to the ship. 
With Ted at the controls, Rio sat on the floor in the center of the cargo bay, and with her conscious intention, controlled the energetic threads that held the bundles to the ship. 
In figure eight patterns, the ship flew above the ocean, then circled around to fly above the island and the cheering crowd on the beach. The bouquet of balloon-like magnetic fields, each containing one pilot and one passenger, flew above the water, the dolphins, the cliffs and the beaches. Each passenger taking in the splendor of the moment.
On the third and last pass, suddenly all the bundles were pulled on board with a jarring suddenness. As each confused pilot leaped to attention, they heard Ted yell into the communications system.
“Mayday, mayday—ZuluAlphaTheta—ZuluAlphaTheta—all units,” he yelled. The squadron of pilots and those passengers who knew what Ted had yelled all said, “shit,” at the same time. 
Ted then yelled at Jewela to take the helm, Inmaius to man the inner door and for Baby Bear to be on point. When Jewela ran past Ted, he whispered “Daddy’s Girl down”, then went and sat, back to back, with Rio. 
The squadron got to work. Thomas looked at his father while he bear-hugged his mother and abruptly sat her in one of the chairs on the perimeter of the cargo bay. He then strapped her in tight. Wayne put his hand in the center of Yjifor’s chest, pushed him into another seat and told him to buckle up. He then took the seat next to Yjifor. Reed, Ines, Leea, Will and the others needed no instruction and found seats as well. When all the seats were taken, anyone remaining standing laid flat on the floor. 
C’wetel, standing and watching the frenetic movement around him, was taken by surprise. From the back, he was quickly bear-hugged by Thomas and body-slammed onto the floor of the cargo bay. It was a move they had both perfected during the Ludibundus games, although this time Thomas held on tight.
When Jewela was seated, Alex joined her as copilot, and she said into the comm, “All units, Hot Stuff in first, Teaser in second, Daddy’s Girl down, repeat Daddy’s Girl down. Clear the airspace and prepare for a pellet. Baby Bear on point.”
“Copy that,” the Captain of the Maiden’s Bliss responded. “The airspace is being cleared. Bearing 144.1 degrees south by southeast, 12 knots. Preparing for pellet drop. How many seeds—over?”
“Three,” Hot Stuff replied, “expect the Doc, Mama Bear and Lover Boy—over.” 
“Copy that,” was the reply from the Captain. 
She then said in a loud voice, so everyone in the cargo bay could hear, “Hard starboard on three, two—one.” The ship was then put into a hard turn that shuttered and stressed every fiber in her bones. As the designer, Jewela knew the limits the Falcon could endure, and aimed to test each of those limits. 
Those sitting in the port-side seats felt pressure on their backs and their breath squeezed from their lungs. Those sitting in the starboard-side seats felt the pressure from the straps across their chests and their breath squeezed from their lungs. Those on the floor braced themselves as best they could. Rio and Ted, meditating in the center of the space, were the only two that did not seem to move or feel any of the gravitational forces. 
“Thomas, what’s going on and why are you holding me so tightly?” C’wetel asked. 
“I’ll tell you when I can. Right now I need to focus,” Thomas replied. 
C’wetel then began to mutter to himself, “Daddy’s Girl down—Doc—Mama Bear—Lover Boy—Baby Bear on point.” When C’wetel saw the leather armband appear on Thomas’ forearm, he began to piece together what was happening. When Thomas read C’wetel’s thoughts, he threw one of his legs over C’wetel's and squeezed him even tighter. As C’wetel struggled to fight Thomas’ unyielding grip, the only thing he could do was yell out, “SERENA!”
Yjifor, and a couple of others, looked around and saw that Serena and Chloe were not in the cargo bay. He looked at Wayne and was told Baby Bear was their best. He then looked at Will, sitting on the other side of him, and was told he was going to get a good look at who he had aligned himself with.
:::
“Got-ya, bitches! That’ll teach you to mess with me,” Alice shouted towards the monitor while holding the earrings Serena wore on the day she was abducted. “Two down, four more to go.”
:::
Those standing on the beach, and the dolphins in the water, saw the pellet fall and, for a nanosecond, each of their hearts stopped beating. Moments before the mayday was called, everyone realized what had happened and prepared themselves to mobilize. 
Because the ship was coming about for its last pass, Serena's pellet was thrown tangentially out from the apex of the trajectory the Falcon was on, well away from shore and into the depths of the ocean's blue waters. Those on the beach could barely see the pellet fall and to find it, they realized, would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. 
When the mayday sounded, the search and rescue teams were ready. The Maiden's Bliss, plus a number of drones and one transport helicopter laid in a course for the fallen pellet and proceeded at full steam. When the call came in to clear the airspace, the helicopter took a hard turn and flew away from the incoming Falcon. The drones continued to follow the Maiden's Bliss, but moved away from the ship, staying just above the surface of the water. Any other planes in the air removed themselves from the incoming flight path. The dolphins swam with the search and rescue team staying just ahead of them. 
:::
With a single tight circle, the Falcon came about approaching the Maiden's Bliss from behind. 
When the Falcon leveled out, Baby Bear jumped up, unbuckled his mother and stood her next to Reed, who was already standing beside C’wetel in the aft cargo area. Everyone else remained where they were. When Inmaius and Baby Bear got the signal, the inner door closed, the outer door opened, and Baby Bear, with the lasso, wrapped the four of them up tight, then launched them from the bay. 
With the exterior cargo doors opened, everyone below saw the single pellet drop skillfully onto the swiftly moving ship. 
When the four spilled out of the lasso, they had to brace themselves until they got their sea legs, then all got to work. 
When the Falcon had passed, the helicopter and the drones moved closer to the Maiden's Bliss. C’wetel found a place to stand away from the movements of the search and rescue team. Thomas stood beside the Captain and activated Bill’s holographic device which was pinned to his shirt. Through his comm, Rio told Thomas to follow the dolphins and keep an eye on the seagulls—they had found Serena and Chloe and were circling above them. 
When the ship got close to the first cluster of seagulls, everyone could see the advancing dolphins splitting into two groups. The first group joined with other dolphins already on site; the second group went further out to another group of dolphins. When the ship slowed, Bill—the naked prince—dove into the water and came up holding onto the dorsal fin of a dolphin. He and the dolphin then dove under the water. Everyone could also see several groups of tightly schooling mackerel underneath the seagulls. 
The search and rescue teams quickly launched small zodiacs and, with their equipment, headed towards each of the two locations identified by the seagulls. 
When Bill surfaced, he said the closest location was Chloe, and the one further out, Serena. He also said that they were shrouded by tightly-knit mackerel and that dolphins were delivering air into the center of their shrouds, creating air pockets for each of them. They were also both alive. 
:::
In a blissful dream, Chloe felt the pressures on her aching body. Surrounded by the warm waters of her amniotic fluid, she struggled to free herself from the womb that sheltered her, and labored to take her first breath. When she emerged from her womb and when her first breath came, she coughed and coughed until her breath deepened, allowing her to fall back into the rhythm of her bliss. 
Holding tight to her dream, Chloe saw the sweat on her mother's brow, the smile on her face, and felt the bliss of her emerging soul course through each of their beating hearts. 
When she saw her tiny aching body being placed on her mother's abdomen, Chloe looked down at her own abdomen and saw the tiny life that she and Scrub brought into this world. She then wiped the sweat from her own brow. As she lay in the rising warm waters of the mud pit, Chloe said to Scrub, “We have a daughter.” “She’s beautiful,” he whispered into her ear. 
As the sounds around Chloe began to draw her out of her dream, the baby on her abdomen began to float away—caught by the rushing waters as they began to etch a path down the hill. “NO! Where are you going? Serena, don’t leave me! Serena, where are you?”
“She’s with me grandma,” the curly-haired baby with a white streak at his temple she was now holding said to her. “I’ll keep her safe.” 
When the sounds around Chloe intensified, and when the sunlight pierced her sacred space, she began to hallucinate. Her thoughts became disorganized, and she lost touch with her reality. Her consciousness could not reconcile her dream with those rushing around her and she passed out. 
:::
In a blissful dream, Serena felt the pressures on her aching body. Surrounded by the warm waters of her amniotic fluid, she struggled to free herself from the womb that sheltered her, and labored to take her first breath. When she emerged from her womb and when her first breath came, she coughed and coughed until her breath deepened, allowing her to fall back into the rhythm of her bliss. 
Holding tight to her dream, Serena saw the sweat on her mother's brow, the smile on her face, and felt the bliss of her emerging soul course through each of their beating hearts. 
When she saw her tiny aching body being placed on her mother's muddy abdomen, Serena looked down at her own abdomen and saw the life that she and C’wetel brought into this world. As he wiped the sweat from her brow, Serena lay in the warm waters of the Animus and said, “We have a son.” “He’s beautiful,” C’wetel whispered into her ear. “He has your hair and, look, a small patch of white at his temple.”
As the sounds around Serena began to draw her out of her dream, the baby on her abdomen transformed from a curly-haired son into a straighter-haired daughter. “Mommy, Jeanie is here!” The three-year-old boy with the white patch at his temple said to his mother as his father wiped the sweat from his mother's brow. “She’s beautiful,” said C’wetel. 
As the sounds around Serena got louder, the vision of the baby lying on her abdomen alternated between her son and her daughter. Caught in the bliss of birth, Serena held tight to her dream, not wanting to let it go. 
When the sounds around Serena intensified, and when the sunlight pierced her sacred space, she began to hallucinate. Her thoughts became disorganized, and she lost touch with her reality. Her consciousness could not reconcile her dream with those rushing around her and she passed out. 
:::
The search and rescue divers quickly strapped Chloe to a stretcher and transported her to the waiting ship.
“She’s alive and her pulse is strong,” Reed said to everyone. He then cut her clothing to see if she had any internal injuries or broken bones. Not seeing anything of immediate concern, he consulted with Clara, and they decided she would anoint Chloe’s feet and palms with lung-clearing, nervous system calming and rapid healing salves. They then prepared her for transport to a helicopter. 
When Serena was brought on board, Reed informed everyone that her pulse was also strong. Serena had a broken arm, and no significant internal injuries that he could see, but lots of bruising on her back. “She must have hit the water first,” he said to everyone. He looked at C’wetel and told him that he would not know about the baby until he could run some tests. 
When the team was preparing Serena for transport, Thomas put one of his hands on Serena’s tummy and closed his eyes. He then went to C’wetel and whispered, “Hooter says hello. He’s going to be fine.” 
“Whose Hooter?” C’wetel asked. 
Thomas winked at C’wetel and said, “Your son.” Then walked away. 
:::
While Thomas sat with Bill on the Maidens Bliss watching the helicopter transport Serena, Chloe, C’wetel, and the medical team to the beach, he turned to Bill and asked him what happened under the water and why Chloe and Serena were still alive. 
Bill told him that when the dolphins in the bay saw the pellet drop, they immediately signaled to any dolphins further out to watch where the pellet would hit the water—that this was a rescue mission. 
When he arrived with the search and rescue teams, he was told that a large school of mackerel had also seen the fall and that they immediately surrounded both Chloe and Serena with their bodies in a tight spherical weave, and started to slowly bring them to the surface. Apparently they were unconscious and falling quickly to the bottom. 
As the two weaves of mackerel ascended, any dolphins in the immediate area would, in rotation, bring down air and bubble it into the spherical weave to create an air pocket for each of them. They did this continually until the weave was just below the water surface. 
"Apparently there is a natural coating of algae on the outside of the mackerel that is capable of creating a tight lipid membrane. So they used this membrane to both encapsulate their guests and create the air pocket," said Bill.
“I was also told that while the pellet was falling there was some kind of energetic interference. Apparently, the interference dissolved the lasso before it hit the water, and at the same time, an explosion was heard close to the beach. They said the explosion was quite unsettling,” Bill said to Thomas. 
“An explosion,” Thomas replied. “Do they know where this happened?”
“Yes,” Bill said, “and they can take us to it. They want to find out what it was.”
Baby Bear then contacted the Baird and told him to get the Chief, Papa Bear, and the Mustang and pick him up in the speed boat—they had something they needed to check out. 

41 : Down the Rabbits Hole
As the sun set and with a full moon rising, the team in the jet boat, which also included Miller and Yjifor, stayed behind the dolphins as they navigated their way to the small rock out cropping at the back side of the beach. 
Translating what the dolphins and other fish were saying, Bill told everyone that one of the rocks exploded at the same time as the lasso dissolved and, according to the local fish that inhabited this part of the beach, it broke into pieces and slid into the deep trench below. 
From the boat and through their armbands, the team assembled nets, zodiacs, diving equipment, and anything else they felt they needed. When they were ready, Miller and Bill dove into the water while Inmaius and Thomas stayed on the surface in the zodiac. 
As Bill and Miller began to pick up the little pieces that littered the shallow waters, the bioluminescent aquatic spies assisted by keeping the area well lit. The Dinoflagellates and bioluminescent bacteria provided light at the surface, while other species, the firefly squid, comb jellies, kitefin sharks, and the black dragonfish, provided light at the deeper levels. 
Directed by the local fish, the dolphins told Bill where to find the surface fragments. In the deeper waters, Bill and Miller took pieces from the mouths of any fish or the tentacles of any species that were able to pick them up. They then gave the pieces to Inmaius or Thomas in the zodiac. 
The team was also told that several large pieces had fallen into the trench, and not being able to dive to those depths, they decided to ask for assistance from the giant squid. 
The giant squid was a large deep ocean species that also had bioluminescent capabilities. They hid themselves in the deepest depths of the water column and any sighting of them was both a rare and very special occasion. When the squid came to the surface to talk to the dolphins, everyone became spell-bound by their beauty. 
Freckled with shimmering spots of prismatic light, the elusive squid displayed their beauty proudly, shyly, for all to see. They were large majestic creatures with tentacles longer than their bulbous, octopus-shaped bodies. They had an intelligence that governed their shimmer and everyone clearly saw their communication and emotional structures expressed through their bodily color changes, as they talked with Bill. 
The team decided to prepare a couple of nets with buoyancy assisting balloons for these larger pieces and have the nets held underwater by the dolphins in a manner that would allow the giant squid to deposit the fragments into them. The net would also make it easier for the team to haul the heaver pieces on board or slip them onto a submerged space-relativity pad and scale everything down. Bill and Miller managed the logistics and the equipment in the water. 
Well into the wee hours of the night, just as dawn was breaking, the team finished the salvage operation. They thanked their aquatic team, bid them safe travels, then Wayne set a course back to the beach. 
With the beach empty and everyone who attended the games now home, they decided to take what they recovered to the Command Center and examine it there, later. 
Jewela and Alex were the only two who stayed behind because they knew the salvage team would be too tired to fly themselves home. 
:::
Somewhere on one of the remote islands was a cloaked ship, in a deep stone crevasse covered with tropical vegetation, and a single unconscious passenger lying on the floor. Sections of her hair were burnt or still smoking, her face was bloodied and embedded with fragments of the monitor that exploded in front of her. 

42 :: Strange Darkness
“Come in,” Chloe said from inside her office, “doors open.”
“Mom, I know you’re busy. Do you have a minute?” asked Serena. 
“Serena, darling, of course,” Chloe said to her daughter as she ushered her into the room. “Let’s have some tea. With everything that has been happening, we haven’t had a chance to talk. Have a seat and tell me how you’re feeling?”
“I’m much better. The bruising is almost gone and Reed just told me my arm is healing nicely. The Chief grounded me, and I’m on extended leave till I’m fully recovered.”
“I’m glad to hear that. You and C’wetel need some quality time together since you didn’t get a proper honeymoon. How is C’wetel and how is the new house coming along?”
“C’wetel is great. He’s been working hard these past weeks setting everything up, and he insists on doing it all himself. He does all the furniture arranging, tidying, and he even prepares all the meals. The nursery is fully accessorized, and I’m only two months pregnant!” Serena replied. 
“Do I see a ‘but’ in your eyes?” Chloe said. 
“Well, there’s only so much decorating a man should do, and now that everything is in place, I worry that he’s feeling out of place. He left his life in Quies and all his friends so abruptly that I’m afraid he’s thinking he won’t be able to fit in here. The valley is very different from the only home he’s ever known.” 
“Indeed,” Chloe nodded as she stroked her daughter’s hair. 
“So, I’ve resorted to extreme measures.”
“Extreme measures—you!” Chloe laughed. “You are the kindest person in the valley and the most unlikely person I would’ve thought would resort to extreme measures. What have you done?”
“I had a long chat with my father-in-law and Yjifor has decided to relocate his Martial Arts school to the valley. He and C’wetel are looking at the Combat Room as we speak. They’re going to start with some basic self-defense moves, and when they’re ready, they’ll offer their services to all the townships in the Concilium.”
“Well done, Serena. I think that’s an excellent plan for both of them,” the proud mother said to her beautiful daughter.
As Serena sipped her tea she said, “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”
“Go on,” Chloe replied. 
“I’m having a hard time understanding what happened to us. My lasso shouldn’t have failed. The balloon maneuver is quite safe, and we shouldn’t have separated from the tether. I remember falling, then feeling a big blast of energy, then nothing until I coughed myself awake in that strange darkness.”
“Oh, mom, being in the middle of those mackerel,” Serena started crying and fell into Chloe’s arms. 
“Serena, darling, what’s going on,” Chloe said as she held her emotional little girl tight and stroked her hair.
“What a beautiful experience I had. It felt like I was remembering my birth, taking in my first breath, and feeling the moment you placed me on your muddy tummy. You were alone. How horrible it must have been for you?” the teary-eyed little girl said into the comfort of her mother’s arms.
“I wasn’t alone, sweetheart. You and your father were there with me,” Chloe responded, and began to tear up herself. 
“What do you mean he was there?” Serena said. 
“While I was in the strange darkness, I also experienced my birth. I saw my mother's smiling face and remembered the first time I saw you and your curly brown hair. There are times it’s difficult for me to look at you because you look so much like her.”
“Your sister? Mom, why are you crying?”
“Serena, it has always been too difficult for me to talk about my family, but with all that has happened since your abduction and with you soon to become a mother yourself, I feel it’s time you know our family history. But not today, when I get back from the trial, we’ll have a long chat.”
After a short pause, Chloe continued the conversation. “At one point, while I was in the strange darkness, I thought I was losing you. The Animus was rising and taking you away from me, so I called out to you, and the strangest thing happened. My grandson told me that you were with him and that he was keeping you safe.”
“Really!” said Serena. “You heard Hooter speak to you?”
“Hooter! Whose Hooter?” Chloe asked.
“C’wetel has been calling our son Hooter. I’m not sure why, but it seems to work for me, so we call him Hooter.” Serena laughed and started to whip her eyes. “It sounds like you two are telepathically connected, interesting. Perhaps I should try to connect with him. Maybe I should try to connect with Jeanie as well.”
"Jeanie! Whose Jeanie?" Chloe laughed. 
“She’s your granddaughter, but you won’t get to meet her for another four years or so.”
When Chloe opened her mouth to speak, their conversation was interrupted by Seamus. Apparently, the meeting in the Command Center was about to begin, and their presence was requested. 
:::
With the bits and pieces of the rock-drone partially assembled on the floor, everyone walked around them and had a good look. They could see the outer shell was fashioned to resemble stone so that it would disguise its internal metal frame. It was of a size that could house a large man and filled with electronics, monitors, sensors and switches.
Also on the floor were the remnants of fibrous materials and a partial skeleton structure everyone recognized from the holographic reconstruction of the synthetic forms Rio had shown them previously. Most of its body had either disintegrated with the blast or floated away, Miller told them. 
Reed bent down and picked some small fine thread filaments from a piece of plastic flesh. “I’ll take these, and what’s left of the skeleton to the lab for further analysis,” he said. 
“I recognize the model,” said Miller. “It’s of a type that the Federation uses when they want to invade or attack an area. Normally, these things are remotely controlled from a distance, but with synthetics inside, I imagine they can control an army of these things quite precisely. I wouldn’t be surprised if the synthetics communicated in a central hive mind, like manner. An advanced form of artificial intelligence that can manage the volume of the detail and logistics involved.”
“Alex, Sally do you know anything about how these things might be controlled or where they would be controlled from?” asked Will. 
“Not offhand,” Alex said. “I think Sally and I should take a closer look at the sniffer logs and correlate the chatter to our Federation maps. Clearly the time has come for us to find out exactly what they are up to.” 
“Maybe this is why Alice was at Earhart. Perhaps she was researching or building a predictive model for how pilots operate. Or maybe she was developing a neural interface to control the pilot,” said Sally. “Scary stuff.”
“Indeed,” said Will. 
“I think it’s time the boys took a road trip to Largus,” said Inmaius. “I prepared a landing area just in case we returned. We could be there by the end of the week, look around for a couple of days, then join everyone on Siris for festival week.”
“I also think we should consult with Mantises. The area is full of insects and Mantodea is on our way. I’ll ask Bill to have a word with her and see if she would like to join us or perhaps Miller could make a holographic device for her.” 
“Anything else people?” Will asked. 
“Yes, I have something to show everyone,” Jewela said as she ushered them to one of the monitors. “I decided to keep the security drones that were monitoring the games on Licentia operational after we left and this is what one of them picked up.”
On the monitor, they saw a small shuttle lift off from one of the remote islands take some time to steady itself, then disappear out of site. “This footage was taken five days after the games ended, and you can clearly see whoever was piloting it was not doing a good job,” Jewela said. 
“That witch! I knew she was there somewhere, I could feel it in my bones,” said Sally. 
“Ted and I are going to go back to Licentia, to have a closer look at where she was hiding,” Jewela continued.
“I looked up Alice Liddell,” Tixi said to everybody. “She hasn’t published anything, but she has been mentioned in three major papers. Apparently, she works in Izan’s Non-Lethal Defense Division as their Chief Scientist and specializes in using high-powered microwaves and radio frequency devices to manipulate behavior.”
“Mother-fracker,” Sally blurted out, then threw something she had in her pocket across the room.
“Cool your jet's soldier, you’ll have your day in court. Once we know who our enemy truly is, they won’t see us coming,” Will said to her.
“My apologies, Sir. It won’t happen again,” Sally said as she came to stand at attention before her commanding officer.
After everyone had a chance to absorb what Tixi had said, Leea then spoke up. “I’m going to take some of the metal fragments to Jimmy-John. Maybe he can tell us about what the metal is and where it might have come from. He’s our best metallurgist.”
“While the boys are on their road trip, perhaps this would be a good time for us to resume our plans to go to Quies.” Yjifor looked at Will, then C’wetel. “As I said before, I have equipment stored there that might give us some answers as to how these things are communicating and what the Izan might be up to. We could meet everyone on Siris before the trial starts,” said Yjifor. 
“OK. It looks like I’ll need to find additional lodgings for us on Siris, and quickly, because everything gets booked up fast before festival week.” Said Frederick. “The advance team leaves in two days and I hope I can find a place where we can all be together.”
“Good job everyone. By the way, where are Rio and Ted? I thought they were going to be here. We still don’t know how the tether broke or how the explosion happened.” Everyone shrugged a ‘no’ and could not answer Will’s question about the tether or the explosion. 
"Anything else?" Will asked for the second time. Hearing nothing, he adjourned the meeting and everyone quickly got to work. 

43 ::: Echo’s of the Past
As Chloe emerged from her slumber, in that calm foggy state of remembrance, her thoughts replayed the events that caused her to have a lack of sleep the night before. 
When Chloe had put down her book and began to turn off the lights in the cottage, she heard a knock at the front door. It was Rio requesting that she come with her to the Command Center that she needed to prepare Chloe for her journey in the morning. When Rio asked Chloe to bring with her the bra she planned to wear to the trial, Chloe deepened her curiosity, but did not question Rio—over the years, Chloe had learned to trust Rio unquestionably.
While Chloe sat in one of the chairs, both Rio and Ted moved around her, putting instruments on the table and moving equipment closer to her. Chloe could tell they were speaking telepathically, and preparing the space for what looked like a medical procedure. 
When they were ready, Rio sat next to Chloe and asked permission to embed a small object, about the shape and size of a small grain of rice, behind Chloe’s ear hidden by her hair. The implant, Rio told her, was a communications device, their latest design and intended to replace the cumbersome plastic-like strip that they use now. Chloe agreed to the procedure. 
When the device was calibrated and thoroughly tested, Chloe was able to hear Rio clearly. Rio told her that it was tuned to her exclusively, which meant Rio’s voice would be the only voice Chloe would hear regardless of where Rio was. 
The second procedure was to each of Chloe’s wrists. With a thin needle, Chloe agreed to allow Rio to insert a very fine thread into a crease on the inside of each of her wrists. These filaments could not be seen nor felt and were a replacement for her holographic armband. By pressing on the area or asking Rio to activate it, the right or left armbands would operate as the leather strap or jewelry would. 
During the calibration and testing of the new armbands, Rio set up an exclusive toolbox area for Chloe and put Laura’s redesigned wrist pistol in it. While Chloe and Ted practiced with the new right hand and left-hand pistols, Rio sewed something into Chloe’s bra. While Ted was clucking like a chicken, Chloe saw Rio take the bra to the Analyzer and upload its algorithms into her new toolbox. Rio told her that a flexible version of Bill’s holographic device was sown into her bra and was intended to be used as backup in case the wrist filaments didn't work. All Chloe needed to do was to touch that area on her bra and Bill would emerge. “Bill will be happy to hear about this,” Chloe thought to herself. 
While Ted was clearing everything up, Rio looked at Chloe and told her that if she ever found herself in a situation where she couldn’t talk she should make throat noises that communicated either yes or no. Chloe was also asked for her clothing size, and told only she and Bill were to enter the courtroom—Seamus and Frederick were to remain in the gallery. Chloe nodded an affirmation at Rio but wanted to say ‘yes sir’.
While Rio was explaining everything to her, a feeling of déjà vu came over Chloe. At least four decades earlier, when Chloe was in her prime, she was asked by her Commanding Officer to go on a special mission. She was to infiltrate a Federation camp, and photograph certain documents that the resistance fighters needed. It was a high-risk operation that, because of her stealth, beauty and courage, only she could pull off. She was told there were a couple of embedded resistance officers in the camp that would assist her, but they would never make themselves know to her, and if she was ever caught she would need to use her own initiative to get herself out—they couldn’t risk losing those embedded soldiers. 
When Chloe returned to the cottage, she immediately went to her clothes closet and started rummaging through her wardrobe. She replaced several items in her suitcase, then went to stand by the birthing pond to take in the air, the scent and the sounds of the coming dawn. When she opened her eyes and looked at the early morning reds as they gradually turned to orange then gold, she braced herself for whatever mission she was being sent on, knowing Rio, Ted, and Bill would have her six. 
:::
With Serena at the controls, and the advance team in the front of the ship talking to her, Chloe focused on her waking thoughts, and saw Ines adjusting her clothing. “What’s that?” Chloe said to Ines.
“Nice to see you're finally awake sleepy head. We’ll be arriving soon,” said Ines. “What’s what?”
“What’s that on your scarf?” Chloe asked and focused more intently. 
“You mean this broach? It was a gift I received years ago and buried it deep in my jewelry box. I had completely forgotten about it. Do you like it?” said Ines. 
Chloe leaned in and took a closer look. “May I see it?”
“Of course.” Ines unfastened the broach and handed it to Chloe. 
After Chloe looked at the front of the round gold broach, which was embedded with emeralds, diamonds and rubies, she turned it over and gasped. “Where did you get this?” Chloe looked hard at Ines when she asked. 
“It was a gift from a client. What’s going on, Chloe?”
“Who was the client?” Chloe looked sternly at Ines. 
“It was the Chancellor. He gave it to me when I agreed to allow him to become a regular client. Chloe!”
“It was my sister's broach. Does the Chancellor have an actual name.”
“Of course he does, it’s Mark Townsend. Chloe, what’s going on? How could you possibly know this broach was your sister's?”
“Because she asked me to scratch these marks on the back of it,” Chloe said, then turned the broach over to show Ines the mark. “It’s a family heirloom passed down through the matriarchal side of the family through the first daughters. It was given to her by our aunt when it became clear that she would not have a daughter of her own.” 
“My sister died years ago,” Chloe continued. “How is it Mark Townsend had it in his possession to give to you?”
“Good question,” said Ines. “You know, I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I was happy to bury this broach at the bottom of my jewelry box after I refused to see Mark again. He always insisted I wear it, a red scarf and my hair in a particular manner when he came calling. It was a little creepy at first, but I got used to it, and I’m glad to say, it didn’t go any further than that.”
“How did he want you to wear your hair?” After Ines showed Chloe, Chloe sat back in her chair, became quiet and spent the rest of the flight turning over the broach in her hand as she thought about what she had just been told. 
Ines was happy to return the broach to Chloe as it was clear it should not have been given to her in the first place. 
In Serene Corp’s private hanger on Siris, Chloe and Ines waited for the others to place the Dolphin under a space-relativity pad and shrink it. Chloe then whispered to Ines, “How is it you remembered to bring the broach with you on this trip?”
“It’s the funniest thing. While I was packing, I found it on the top of my jewelry box, so I decided to bring it along. It’s truly a lovely broach.”
:::
When Will landed the Ambassador’s Falcon in one of the few open areas of the thickest tropical forest he had ever experienced, he asked Yjifor where he wanted to start. 
“Let’s start with the equipment as my hiding place is not too far away. Then, if we don’t encounter any patrols, we can easily make our way to the house and leave after we’ve had a look around.” With everyone in agreement, they shrunk the ship, and in its protective box, put it in a backpack that Willard slung over his shoulders. 
The three bushwhacked their way to the top of a steep ridge until they got to a plateau. At the top, they were able to rest and take in the splendor of Quies. “This is a beautiful place,” Will said. “I wasn’t expecting so much vegetation or tropical humidity. I think it might be time for me to retire and let the next generation do the heavy lifting.” He gave C’wetel a wink. 
“I suspect there’s lots of life in you still, old man,” C’wetel teased Will and gave him a firm slap on the back. “You’re barely breathing heavily. Before the Grand Challenge, Dad and I would do time trials to see how fast we could climb this mountain. Our record was 63 minutes.”
“Back in the day—listen to me,” Yjifor laughed and looked at Will. “Perhaps it’s time for me to hang up my shingle as well—I could sprint up this mountain in 54 minutes. I was fit, and looking forward to my first mission. I had nothing but time ahead of me. How things have changed. Now, I sit here looking out at the most beautiful view of Quies with my son, who will have his own son or daughter soon.” Yjifor then gave his son a firm slap on the back. “I’m so looking forward to that day.” 
“Hooter is, too,” said C’wetel. “Before you ask, Hooter is your grandson and, apparently, during the pellet drop, he telepathically connected with Serena and Chloe. Serena and I have been meditating together, trying to connect with him. She’s found him, but I’ve yet to speak to him.”
“Really,” Yjifor looked at his son, then at Will, “a grandson named Hooter with well-honed telepathic skills. Who would have though.” Everyone burst out laughing. 
After their break, they dug up two pieces of equipment that were hidden in the vegetation and well protected from the elements. One was a communications device, the other was a frequency modulator. As they made their way down the mountain, Yjifor carried one in the knapsack on his back, C’wetel carried the other in his knapsack.
“When Jan’te and I married, we decided to buy this property because it backed on to the nature preserve,” Yjifor said to Will as they continued their bushwhacking. “We would spend hours hiking in the jungle, and we got to know the preserve well. The house is not too far away.”
Just as he said that the bushes started rattling, both C’wetel and Yjifor were knocked over and Will found himself surrounded. 
Laying on the ground, C’wetel and Yjifor were smothered in sober, sharp yelps and wagging tails. 
Laughing C’wetel hugged and rolled with the dogs, giving each of them vigorous scratches. Standing up, wiping the dirt from his clothes, Yjifor introduced Will to the many basset hounds that surrounded him. “Meet Wt’son, and Sho’lk. I can’t introduce you to the others as it appears Mavis has had another litter. My neighbor is a breeder, and we’ve had endless fun as each new generation comes along. There he is now.”
“Hey, B’ddy,” Yjifor said as the two neighbors bear hugged each other. 
“Yjifor, you are a sight for sore eyes. Where have you been? You and C’wetel vanished after the Grand Challenge—congratulations by the way, C’wetel, you played well in the final game. We were all rooting for you.—and none of us knew what happened to you. Have you seen your house?”
“Not yet. Is it still standing?”
“I’m sorry to say there was a fire about three weeks after the final game and there’s not much left. We were beginning to think you had both perished in it. The others will be glad to know you didn’t.”
When the four stood looking out through the foliage, Yjifor and C’wetel saw the charred bones of what was once a beautiful home. 
“Wow,” C’wetel said, “they came after us hard. It’s a good thing we retrieved our stuff when we did.”
“Yes, and they won’t stop coming for us. Tell me B’ddy has the neighborhood watch seen any unusual activity in the preserve?” Yjifor said.
“Yes, these past months we’ve seen new hikers in the woods with dogs, big dogs that we don’t recognize. Anytime I approach them, they either walk away or speak in pleasantries to avoid my questions. We’re all on high alert for unusual behavior. You trained us well.”
When the hounds began to bark and run back into the woods, B’ddy looked at Yjifor and said, “Get down, I think they’re coming.”
While they were crouched, Yjifor said to B’ddy that they needed a distraction so that the three of them could leave. “Leave it to me,” he responded. “Where are you headed?”
About a half hour later, the three were running through the thick foliage with two large dogs on their heels. 
“Go left, daddy—left—now!” C’wetel immediately stopped sending the two behind him hurling into his back. “Left—I think we need to go left.” C’wetel told the others, then immediately ran off the trail into the woods. 
When C’wetel heard “sit quietly daddy,” in his head, he furled his eyebrows, motioned to the others to sit down, then brought his first finger to his lips as a signal for the others to also be quiet. 
As the three sat quietly, they heard the familiar vigorous yelps of the hounds coming up the trail they had just lept from. When the hounds passed, the three heard them encounter the two large dogs, and in a confusion of barks, growls and yelps, all the dogs ran off in another direction. 
“It’s safe now, daddy. Hurry, you don’t have much time.” When C’wetel lept up and said it was time to go, the three found a suitable launch site, expanded the ship and took off. 
Safely away, Yjifor looked at his son and asked, “What happened down there?”
“You can thank Hooter and Mavis for our escape. I think she’s in heat.”
 
44 :: The Last Supper
The next day, as Serena, Chloe and Ines were walking in front of the National Art Gallery, they saw a beggar woman approach them with a tin cup in her hand, “Alms for the poor,” the beggar woman said.
“Of course,” Serena replied. “I’ll catch up with you both in a second.”
While Serena was rummaging in her purse, the limping, crooked beggar woman approached Serena and lifted one of her twisted, arthritic fingers towards Serena’s hair as if to stroke the long dark locks. When the beggar woman looked into Serena’s eyes, she began to tear. Eventually she said, “You’re so beautiful. I had curly hair just like yours, once.”
“Serena, darling, I’ll get this. It appears our menfolk have arrived,” Chloe said to Serena. 
“Thanks mom,” Serena replied as she politely turned from the beggar woman and ran to her husband to give him a welcoming hug. 
While Chloe was depositing money into the tin, the beggar gave the woman in front of her a good look. She then lowered her eyes and slowly turned them towards the menfolk. While still embracing Ines, Will slowly turned his eyes and attention towards Chloe and the beggar woman. The beggar quickly turned away from his gaze and brought her eyes up to have a closer look at the woman in front of her. 
“You’re very generous Ma’am. That’s a lovely broach you’re wearing.”
“Thank you. It is indeed lovely. If you'll excuse me,” Chloe responded and turned her attention towards her family. 
When the group was ascending the stairs to go into the gallery, Chloe stopped and slowly turned to look back at the beggar woman. 
“Something bothering you?” Will asked Chloe as he came to stand beside her while he also turned to look back at the beggar woman.
“The beggar woman whispered something so softly to me, and I've just now realized what she said.”
“Yes, what’s that?” Will asked. 
“She said, ‘Your mother always told you, you were the strongest of the lot’,” Chloe then turned towards Will and they both stood there quietly looking at each other. When they turned back to look at the beggar woman, she was nowhere to be seen—she had gone. 
“That broach, is it what I think it is?” Will asked. 
“Yes it is. Ask your wife about it!” Chloe then abruptly turned and walked up the stairs to join the others. 
:::
“Frederick, you outdid yourself with these accommodations. They’re fabulous. The rooms are spacious, well appointed, and this garden terrace is absolutely lovely,” said Ines at the dinner gathering. “We’re so close to all the major attractions and, if I’m not mistaken, we’re the only ones in the hotel. How did you find this place on such short notice?”
“All the kudos go to Rio, I’m afraid. I found a note on my desk after our meeting in the Command Center. She suggested I get in touch with them and see if they had any availability. It turns out the hotel was completely empty, so I booked all the rooms,” Frederick replied. “And, as a bonus, we’re just around the corner from the Court House.”
“The food is superb as well,” Serena said to everyone. “It’s so fresh and delicious, not at all like the food they serve in the other restaurants. Hooter tells me it’s yummy.”
“How was your trip to Quies,” Chloe said to Yjifor. “Was it as you expected?”
“Yes, it was,” he replied. “We retrieved the equipment and managed to escape without incident.” 
After C’wetel told everyone what had happened, he turned to his wife and said that Hooter wanted one of Mavis’ puppies. Everyone laughed, and they all expressed how much they were looking forward to meeting this Hooter character. 
“With the trial starting tomorrow, Chloe, Seamus and I will be busy for the duration. How’s everyone else going to spend their time before Festival Week officially starts the day after next?” Frederick asked.
“C’wetel and I have decided to go to the National Science Museum,” said Serena.
“I think I’m going to look up a couple of contacts and find out how the political winds are blowing,” said Ines. “Everyone, make sure you’re back for the opening ceremonies and the fireworks tomorrow night. They’re always awe-inspiring.”
“Yjifor and I will be in the gallery.” Will said to Chloe and Frederick. “Just in case any shenanigans happen.” 
“Well, I’m going to call it a night. Tomorrow will be an interesting day and I need my beauty sleep. I shall see everyone in the morning for breakfast,” Chloe said as she got up to leave. 
As Chloe passed the front desk, the attendant called her over and handed her an envelope. He said it was just delivered and that he was to give it to her personally—it was from a Ms. Tixorra Manful.
Chloe could feel that the envelope contained papers and some lumpy objects. The only thing on the outside of the envelope was a handwritten note that said, ‘for your eyes only’. Chloe looked at the script and decided it was written by Rio. 
When she got to her room, she opened the envelope and poured the contents onto the bed. There was another handwritten note from Rio that asked her to consult her toolbox, that there was a video there she was to watch. She then picked up a replica of her broach and was told to wear that broach and not the real one to the trial. The third item was a lengthy document and on the front of the folder was a handwritten note that said ‘some bedtime reading for you. Safe travels’.

45 : Fireworks
“Well, we can’t wait any longer. Tell mom when she comes down that we’ve gone to the Science Museum, and we wish her all the best today,” Serena said to those sitting at the breakfast table. “Laura called a few minutes ago, and we’re going to meet her tomorrow at the Grand Music Hall after we’ve visited the National Archives. Anybody who’s not going to the trial is welcome to join us.” She and C’wetel then left for their day of sightseeing. 
“I’m afraid I can’t wait either. I have back-to-back appointments booked all day. I’ll see everyone tonight for dinner.” Ines gave her husband a goodbye kiss.
“Before you go, I just heard from Inmaius that they are on site and should be finished in a couple of days. They will join us towards the end of the week,” Will said to her and everyone else at the table.
“That's brilliant. I’m glad they’ll be here for at least a few days of Festival Week.” She then left the hotel’s small breakfast cafe and hurried to her first appointment. 
“Where is she,” Frederick said to those remaining at their table. “If she doesn’t come down soon, we’re going to be late.”
A couple of minutes later, Yjifor spewed out all the beverage he had in his mouth and dropped his mug on the plate below. Those at the table thought Yjifor was having a heart attack until they heard the sharp clicks of black patent leather stilettos as they strutted on the hardwood flooring. 
As the sound of the clicks got closer, all eyes turned to look down the hallway. In a tailored tight-fitting black skirt with a single slit reaching to the center of her left thigh, everyone saw Chloe striding towards them in the center of her catwalk. 
Chloe paired the black skirt with a sleeveless, beige silk blouse that provided just enough transparency to allow everyone to see hints of the black undergarment worn underneath. The cowled, plunging, neckline of the elegantly draped fabric barely covered her bra, which she stuffed with silicone push-ups. In the center of her very ample cleavage, on top of her heart, hung a single piece of jewelry—the jeweled broach Ines had given her the day before. 
Around her neck, Chloe wrapped a thin, long, fiery red, silk scarf that bellowed in her wake as she flew past them. She was carrying a single black patent leather purse on her bent elbow and a tall, well-tailored, professional-looking man was walking in stride behind her. He was wearing a black suit and tie, matching black patent leather shoes and carrying a leather briefcase at his side—his thick black framed glasses had no corrective lenses in them. 
“Frederick, Seamus, hurry up, or we’ll be late for the fireworks,” Chloe sternly said to them as she continued her stride and swiftly moved towards the front door. 
When everyone jumped to attention, Yjifor excused himself and told them he would meet them a little later—he had to change his shirt. 
When Frederick and Seamus caught up with Chloe’s aid, they realized he was Bill. “Bill, I didn’t schedule you to be here. What’s going on?” Frederick asked. Bill cocked his head to him, winked, then turned back, resuming his professional demeanor and followed closely behind Chloe. 
:::
When they entered the lobby of the Court House, Chloe turned to Frederick and Seamus and told them they were to watch the proceedings from the gallery and that only Bill would be sitting with her at the table. When Frederick started to object, she put her hand up to stop him talking. He quickly saw the resolve in her eyes and submitted to her authority as the Prime Senator. 
“Dad, what’s going on? I worked so hard to present this case,” Seamus said to his father. 
Frederick looked at his son and said, “Son, there are times when there is wisdom beyond knowledge that none of us should question.” He then led his son to the upper gallery where they both found front row seats. 
“But the fireworks don’t start till tonight,” Seamus muttered to himself. 
Willard followed Chloe into the annex room which was reserved for those directly involved in the trial. There, everyone mingled, chitchatted, or grabbed something from the caterer’s table. 
“Are you going to tell me what you’re up to,” Will whispered to Chloe. “It's been some time since I’ve seen you with your war paint on.”
“Will,” Chloe began, then stopped talking when her eyes fell upon the opposing counsel who had just entered the room. Will slowly followed her gaze until he was also looking at the opposing counsel.
“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” She whispered to him. 
“I do believe I am,” he responded. 
“How old do you think he is,” she said.
“I reckon about one or two years after we enlisted,” he responded. Chloe nodded in agreement.
“Will, I don’t know what’s going to happen today,” Chloe continued. “The only two things I can tell you are, per amores draco factus sum, and Rio has my six.”
After grasping the depth of the meaning of what he had just heard, Willard said, “Understood. Can I assist in any way?”
While the others in the room quickly followed the opposing counsel into the court, Chloe turned to Will and whispered, “Find her Will.”
When Chloe started to leave, Will gently grabbed her arm and half turned her towards him. “She was right, your mother, you were always the strongest of the lot.”
With a short-lived smile, Chloe and Bill left him in the annex room and entered the court. 
:::
As Will left the room, he tapped the communications device behind his ear. 
“Will, what’s up? How’s the trial going?” Wayne said to him. 
“It’s just about to start. I’m placing Serene Corp. on high alert, Alpha-1. Chloe has her war paint on, and I suspect there might be fireworks,” Will said to Wayne. 
“Did she actually use the word fireworks?”
“Yes, she did. She also told me Rio has her six.”
“Copy that, Alpha-1 it is. Shall I have a word with the Senators?”
“Yes, but do it quietly. We don’t know what’s coming. And Wayne, don’t be concerned if I can’t be found for a few days, there’s something I need to do. You have full command of Serene Corp.”
“Copy that, safe travels,” Wayne said when they ended their conversation. 
“Yjifor, buddy, you scrubbed up nicely. You’re just in time to join me in the gallery. The show’s about to begin,” Will said. “I know just what you’re thinking, no expectant grandmother has ever looked as good as Chloe.” He then winked at Yjifor. 
“I have to say Will, I haven’t been interested in nor seen cleavage like that in decades.” Will slapped Yjifor on the back, put an arm around his shoulders, then said to him as they walked up the stairs, “Nor me brother, nor me.”
:::
When the Chancellor came into court, the Clerk asked everyone to please rise. When everyone stood up, Chloe and Bill remained seated. When the Clerk did a little cough and repeated her request two more times, Chloe and Bill remained where they were. 
When the Chancellor sat, he waved to the Clerk to continue. The Clerk then asked everyone to please be seated. Everyone then sat and Chloe and Bill stood up. 
“Prime Senator, it appears you’re unfamiliar with our protocols,” the Chancellor said. He then waived his finger at the Clerk for her to continue. 
The Clerk looked at the Prime Senator and asked her to state her name for the record.
“Please forgive us Chancellor, the Concilium’s rituals are different from those of the central administration’s. This court knows who I am. I’m the Prime Senator for the Concilium, and I am here to speak to these charges on their behalf.”
“Ma’am, for the record, can you state your name please,” the Clerk repeated. 
Walking from behind her table into the center of the arena, Chloe stood in full view of the Chancellor, and starred down her prey. 
Taking a big breath and heaving her cleavage forward, the Prime Senator said, “Chancellor, my name is irrelevant to these proceedings, unless, of course, I am personally on trial. I've already stated that I’m the Concilium’s Prime Senator, what more is necessary?”
Chloe could see the Chancellor bristle as he looked at her closely. His gaze started at her shoes, it paused for a few seconds just above her cleavage, then continued up to the scarf around her neck, then finally paused for a few seconds on her hair. 
Just as the Chancellor was about to speak, she cut him off, “Before this trial can begin, I want to know under what jurisdiction these proceedings are taking place?”
With narrowed eyes, the Chancellor responded, “Jurisdiction, you want to establish jurisdiction? What is your name?”
The Clerk then spoke up, “The Concilium has been charged under section 56 of the Fair Trade Equity Act, with tribute evasion. How do you plead, guilty or not guilty?”
“I don’t understand. As I just said, before this trial can proceed, the Concilium needs evidence of this court's authority or jurisdiction over these matters? Is there such evidence?” She focused her eyes on the Chancellor, then walked her cleavage a little closer to him. 
“What’s going on, Will? Chloe is completely off script. Why is she provoking him?” Frederick said. “Beat’s me,” he responded, “but I like where this is heading.”
“Authority! Jurisdiction!” The Chancellor said with a raised voice. When he banged his gavel, and she heard him shout, ‘Sit down, woman, and state your name,’ she knew it was time to go for the juggler. 
Chloe slowly twirled around the Chancellor, giving him sufficient time to look at her hair, “Unless this court can produce evidence of its lawful authority or jurisdiction over the matters of the Concilium, this trial can not proceed.” Having done a complete 360-degree turn, her eyes came to focus on the Chancellor once again. 
Angry, the Chancellor stood up, banged his gavel again and cried out, “I'm the authority here, I'm the jurisdiction, state your name!”
Chloe walked to her table, nodded to Bill and took out a single piece of folded paper from her purse. Attached to the fold was a photograph. She then handed the paper and the photograph to the Chancellor. “You want to know my name,” she said, “Here it is.”
“What is this?” the Chancellor asked as he looked at the photograph, “Why did you hand me a picture of my son, and who are those children with him?”
“Mark Magnus Townsend, I am arresting you for the abduction, unlawful confinement and rape of Roxanne Elizabeth Young. I am also arresting you for each of the murders that took place during the Massacre of Caraquet. You've just been served.” 
Everyone present in the court was stunned by what she had just said. The only voice heard came from the gallery. Will had jumped up, clapped his hands above his head and shouted repeatedly, ‘YES’, like he had just witnessed Bill sink the winning ball during the Grand Challenge final game. The only thing he was missing was a cold beverage and a big bowl of popcorn. 
While everyone was processing what they had just heard, Bill joined Chloe in the center of the arena and made it clear that he was there as her bodyguard. 
“Unlawful confinement, rape, what are you talking about woman? Where is your evidence for these trumped-up, ridiculous charges?” The Chancellor screamed, spewing spittle as he exhaled. 
“The evidence is sitting right here in front of me,” Chloe said as she swung her body around and pointed her finger at the opposing counsel. “The evidence you seek is written all over his face, it’s in his walk, it’s even in his voice. Your son is the product of your rape.”
When the crowd in the lower court and the upper gallery became animated, the lights in the room and Bill’s holographic device began to flicker. Chloe could see him alternating between the bodyguard, the handsome prince, the naked child, his Grand Challenge avatar and his original rana form. Eventually the flicker stopped, Bill disappeared and Chloe was dragged away by the Court Bailiff. 

46 :: Calm Before the Storm
“Alice, there you are. It’s not like you to take any leave. Where have you been?” asked Henry Farnsworth. “The trial's just about to start.” The General turned to look at Alice more closely, “Have you been wrestling in the alligator pit again? You look like shit! And what’s with the turban? I’ve never seen you cover your hair. Find your station, the Concilium is in for a big surprise today.”
Alice quickly sat at one of the many monitors in the control room located in the basement of the Court House. Alice was responsible for modulating the frequencies during the trial, and when the time came, she was to seal the area and control the crowd. 
When the Senator took her place, Alice muttered under her breath something about ‘that hag having nine lives’. “What did you just say, Alice,” the colleague next to her said. Alice ignored him and continued to look at her monitor. 
While they watched and listened to the proceedings, everyone in the control room began to wonder what the Senator was up to. The General moved closer to Alice as she watched and listened to what was being said. 
“What’s she up to Alice?” the General asked. 
“I don’t know. She’s clearly taken control of the court and has an agenda,” Alice responded. “She seems to be provoking the Chancellor. Look at how she’s dressed and how shamelessly she's thrusting those things at him.” 
About ten minutes later, just after the Senator arrested the Chancellor, the control room was just as quiet as the courtroom.
“Quickly Alice, shut everything down and seal the court,” the General yelled. He then shouted to someone to get the Court Bailiff and remove the Senator from the court.
As Alice began to modulate the frequencies in the room, the lights began to flash, and they saw the Senator’s aid morph into many forms. 
“What’s this? Are you a hologram? Well, that explains a lot,” Alice said curiously.
“You know, I think I recognize a couple of those forms,” the colleague next to her said. 
“Go on,” Alice prompted. 
"I recognize the Grand Challenge avatar and the frog. I think the Senator’s aid might be Bill, the Victor of the Grand Challenge. He’s from Paluster, and he played exceptionally well if I recall."
After the Prime Senator was hauled away and the court emptied, the General took Alice aside. “I want you to go to Largus and prepare our fleet. I’m thinking Paluster might be a good place to send them on their first mission and show us what they can do—put them through their paces. How soon can you be there?”
“I can hitch a ride with one of the big birds and be there before night falls. It’ll take no more than a day to pull everything together. We should be able to do the test right in the middle of the festival week distraction. Paluster is not that far away.”
“Excellent,” said the general. “In the meantime, I think I’ll have a chat with whoever’s in charge of the media and schedule tea with the Senator. We’ll have to get her out of those clothes first.”
:::
While Will leisurely drank his beverage and leafed through festival week entertainment literature, Ines ran into the hotel. “Will, there you are. Is it true? Has Chloe been arrested?”
“On the contrary, Chloe arrested the Chancellor,” he replied to her. “I believe her words were ‘Mark Magnus Townsend, I'm arresting you for the abduction, unlawful confinement and rape of Roxanne Elizabeth Young. I'm also arresting you for each of the murders that took place during the Massacre of Caraquet.’”
“What?” Ines said as she sat down beside him. “When I was young, I’d heard about the Massacre of Caraquet but didn’t pay too much attention to the details. Who’s Roxanne Young?”
“Good question. In time, I expect we shall all know who she is,” Will answered. 
“Ines, we came as soon as you called. What’s happened?” Serena said to Ines as she and C’wetel sat at the next table. 
“Well, it appears your mother has been taken into custody. Perhaps we should suit up and visit the Chancellor. He called me a few minutes ago and wants to meet,” Ines said. 
As they watched Serena and C’wetel leave, Will leaned into Ines and whispered, “A couple of things: first, when the Chancellor asks you about the broach lie to him, but stay close to the truth; second, prepare Serena’s hair in the same way you described to me last night; and third, don’t be alarmed, I’ll be going off grid for a while.”
Being the accomplished diplomat she was, Ines sat up straight, looked deeply into her husband's eyes, knowing there was much more behind what he had just said to her. When she found her words, she said, "OK. I think I’ll ask Frederick and Seamus to come along. Seamus was your best agent during the Grand Challenge. I think his skills might come in handy during our meeting."
“Indeed,” Will said as he watched his wife leave. He then picked up a local paper and had a good look at the schedule of events for the coming week.
“Will, there you are? I’ve got some meetings scheduled with some of my trusted contacts. Do you want to come along?” Yjifor asked him as he ran into the cafe. 
“Thanks for the invite. I think I’ll take in the concert in the park this afternoon. Apparently there’s quite an entertainment lineup,” Will said as Yjifor stood and watched him hurry out of the hotel.
:::
While everyone was seated in the Chancellor's receiving room, Ines said, “Frederick, step into the hallway with me, we need to talk,” 
“What happened today?” She asked while they both stood under the door frame, half in the hallway and half in the receiving room.
“Well, it was quite the performance,” he began to whisper, but could not finish his statement because they saw the opposing counsel leave the Chancellor's office and slam the door behind him. 
“Ambassador,” the opposing counsel said, acknowledging Ines, then nodded to Frederick as he swiftly walked past them.
“Antony,” the Ambassador responded as she watched him leave. She then looked at Frederick. “I’ve known Antony since he was three, and I’ve never seen him this angry.”
“If I was him I would be just as angry.” He then told Ines about the trial and how Chloe pointed her finger at Antony and said his very existence was evidence of the Chancellor's rape. 
“Oh, dear.” While Ines considered what Frederick and her husband had told her, the Chancellor’s aide called them into his office. “Frederick, you know my history with the Chancellor, so feel free to interrupt me. There are many things I can’t say in a public forum and I need you to ask the hard questions.” Frederick acknowledged her request with a nod.
“Ambassador,” the Chancellor said as he extended his arms to her and lightly kissed one of her cheeks. “I was hoping we would be meeting privately. Who have you brought with you?”
After introductions were made, and with everyone seated, the Ambassador began to speak. 
“Chancellor, where is the Prime Senator?” Frederick demanded. “Why have you taken her into custody? I have every Senator in the Concilium calling me demanding answers.”
“Your Prime Senator is quite safe,” he said while he took a closer look at the beautiful young woman seated in front of him. “It’s just standard procedure.”
“Standard procedure for what?” Frederick insisted. 
“We detain anyone who threatens the Chancellor or any of the other Ministers.”
“I was at the trial today. How exactly did the Prime Senator threaten you? It seems to me that she lawfully arrested you. She would not have done so without evidence of some kind.”
“Where’s my mother?” Serena demanded. “I want to speak to her.”
The Chancellor looked at her, then at the fit young man standing behind her. He remembered meeting this young man several months before. He knew he was a Grand Challenge finalist and now the husband of the beautiful young woman seated in front of him.
“We can’t release the Prime Senator until we assess the level of threat. I will, however, make arrangements for you to talk to her. To reassure you that she is being well taken care of. Now, I need to speak to the Ambassador privately. Would you excuse us?” the Chancellor then stood up and extended an arm towards the door. 
When Ines nodded for them to go, everyone returned to the receiving room.
:::
“Ines, how dare you bring those people into my office? What were you thinking?”
“Calm down Mark.”
“Don’t tell me to calm down. That whore arrested me in my own courtroom, in front of the media, for christ’s sake. What an embarrassment.”
“Who is Roxanne Young and what role did you play in the Massacre of Caraquet?”
“Those are trumped-up charges and none of your concern.”
“None of my concern,” Ines said, raising her voice. “We both know that you abducted the Senator and likely won’t be releasing her. This is a gross violation and overreach of your administration’s power. The Concilium has the right to demand her release. As I understand it, she arrested you lawfully, and you must respond to those charges.”
“I will not bow down to the Concilium, they have no authority over me.”
“Nor will the Concilium bow down to you. As the Senator clearly pointed out, unless you can provide proof of your jurisdiction, this administration has no power over them. Who is Roxanne Young? Is she Antony’s mother?”
Ignoring Ines’ question, Mark then asked, “Is Serena Lakelin really the Senator's daughter?”
“Yes she is. Why do you ask?”
“Did you style her hair today?”
Recognizing the trap, Ines lied and said, “No. She often wears her hair like that. Why?”
“Do you still have the broach I gave you when we first started dating?”
Recognizing the second trap, Ines said, “No. I gave it to the Senator awhile ago. Why do you ask?”
“Because that whore flashed it in front of me, along with a red scarf and the way I liked you to fashion your hair. Have you violated your Companion’s Oath of Privacy?”
“How dare you question my integrity, especially since you were the one lawfully arrested for abduction and rape? I black-balled you once before and could do it again if you start slinging allegations of impropriety. Your insatiable quest for power and control has created cracks in the political arena. People are beginning to take sides, Mark. Might I also remind you that we never dated. I was a companion, you were a client and the Senator is no whore. Who is Roxanne Young?”
While the others waited in the receiving room, they could hear the Ambassador’s and the Chancellor’s raised voices. 
“Enough, get out. I have things to attend to.” 
“Gladly,” she responded, then left the room. 
When she was gone, the Chancellor opened the top drawer of his desk, took out the photograph and had a good look at it. 
:::
As Chloe slowly came out of her slumber, she heard Rio speak to her, "Chloe, I’m glad you’re finally awake, they’ve drugged you. When you’re ready, tell me where you are and what your situation is."
Chloe coughed then looked around at her surroundings. She could see she was in a small room, strapped to a chair. There was a table in front of her and behind the table was a one-way viewing glass. She had been stripped and was wearing pajama-like clothing. 
“Water,” she demanded, knowing someone was behind the glass watching her. “I want some water.”
After a short while, three military uniformed men came into the room and sat at the table. One took a glass of water over to her and threw it in her face. “There’s your water. Is there anything else I can get for you, Senator, some caviar perhaps?” he sarcastically said to her. 
One of the officers put her shredded purse on the table. She knew they would have gone through all her clothing looking for any kind of transmitting device and would have scoured her body looking for any implants. 
“Where am I?” Chloe asked. “Why am I strapped to this chair, and who are the three of you? Perhaps the cowards behind the glass should show their faces?”
“Let’s start with your name, shall we?” the center officer said. In all likelihood, Chloe thought the three in front of her were lower-level officers; those behind the glass were seniors.
“Why am I wearing these hideous pajamas, do your ranks not have any decent tailors?”
“Perhaps I should ask you the same question, after what you wore earlier? With so many silicone push-ups, it seems to me you wanted to be noticed.” The three men then started chuckling, then the one in the middle said, “What’s your name?”
“You know who I am. I’m the Concilium’s Prime Senator and the one who arrested your Commander and Chief.”
“Chloe, I want to do a test of your wristbands. I’ll start with the left, then the right. You should feel a slight tingle. Cough if you feel anything,” Rio said. 
When Rio tested the left wrist, Chloe coughed. When she tested the right wrist, Chloe coughed again, then continued, “I’m parched after whatever it was you drugged me with. Some water please.”
The center officer nodded to one of the others, and when he returned, he unstrapped one of Chloe’s wrists and allowed her to drink. 
“Thank you. Is it really necessary to Velcro me to this chair so tightly? I wouldn’t think a mere woman such as myself would be able to evade the strapping arms of you three. Who's behind the glass?”
“Let’s start with a name. Which do you prefer? Mrs. Chloe Lakelin or Ms. Melanin Jaguar.” He held a picture in front of him that was her official resistance identification. The picture she was shown was taken after the war ended when the resistance fighters were obliged to surrender to the Federation.
“Senator suits me just fine.” She knew then that they had fingerprinted her and would have her history. 
“And how about this guy—William Grease? He made quite a scene in the gallery after you served the Chancellor.” He then showed her a picture of Willard. “I believe he was your commanding officer.”
“We’ve been rummaging through our archives and have discovered you both have quite a file. It’s a pity we didn’t find it earlier. It’s an honor to be in the company of the elusive ‘Jag’ and to have witnessed you in action. Your reputation precedes you. We were all sorry to hear that the other members of your elite squad had perished—so sad.”
“Who’s Roxanne Elizabeth Young, and what do you know about the Massacre of Caraquet?” he continued. 
“Jaguar, Field Sargent, 69336.” Chloe responded. 
"Come, come Senator. There’s no need to resort to formalities. Who’s Roxanne Young, and what do you know about the massacre?"
“Jaguar, Field Sargent, 69336.” 
The conversation continued like that until her interrogators realized they weren’t going to get any information from Chloe—they then threw her in her holding cell. 
“Good job Chloe. Expect to stay there for a few days. I’ll let you know when the time is right to extract you. I put some food in your toolbox so that you can keep your strength up. They’re sure to drug anything they give you.” Chloe coughed in acknowledgment, then pulled the flimsy blanket they provided her over her head and tried to get some sleep on the rock-hard bed. 
Chloe knew they would be watching her every move and would have microphones embedded in the walls.
:::
As the concert was coming to a close, Willard finally saw what he was looking for. He slowly walked up to the beggar woman and when she put her cup out asking for alms, he put three gold coins in the tin. 
“You’re very generous sir,” she said, as she slowly moved her eyes up to meet his. For a time, neither said a word. She then began to wrap her clothes around herself and move her trembling body away from him.
“Roxy,” Will whispered, then gently put his hand out to stop her from leaving. As he slowly moved closer to her, she eventually allowed him to embrace her shaking, frightened body.
“If either of us had had any hint that you were still alive, we would have come for you long ago. We’re here now, Mary and I, and we’re not going to let you leave us a second time. Come with me.” 
Caught in the warmth of his arms, and hearing his gentle words, the beggar woman began to relax. “Your mother always said you were the smartest of the lot,” she smiled a whisper back to him. 
“And your mother always said you were the most beautiful of the lot—both inside and out,” he responded and hugged her tighter. “Oh, Roxy, I never imagined I would be able to hug you again.”
“Commodore, Sir, if I may interject. If you deposit some money into this tin, I would gladly give you my hat and coat,” a beggar man said to Will, holding a tin in front of him. “Apparently an all points bulletin is about to be issued for your arrest and if you don’t mind Sir, we need to get you off the street.”
Quickly realizing what the beggar man had said and how he had said it, Will put some coins into his tin and covered himself with the beggar's hat and coat.
“Roxy, come with me? I’ll not let go of you.” Yes, she nodded, and when she went to grab her stuff, several other beggars quickly came to assemble and carry her belongings for her as they left the area. 
When the beggar man said into his shoulder, “Boggy in the north corner, we’re on the move,” Will could see several street people begin to scrap in front of some police officers that were headed in their direction. As more street people joined in with or came to watch the scrappers, Will could see they were creating a distraction. 
“This way Sir, Ma’am, we need to move quickly, the bulletin was just released.”
The small group of beggars quickly left the park and headed down a narrow alley. When the beggar said, “In here Sir,” they all entered a small building and were ushered down a flight of stairs. At the bottom of the stairs was an elongated tubular sphere and when a door materialized, the beggar said, “Ma’am after you.” Holding tightly onto Willard’s hand, Roxanne went first into the tube. When everyone was inside. The door closed and they all found seats. 
:::
“Frederick, I’m so glad you booked all the rooms. Look at that media scrum outside. The concierge told me he’s not letting anyone in unless one of us knows them,” Ines said. “I think maybe we should all stay here tomorrow until the shock of this blows over and the media leaves.” Everyone agreed. 
While they sat on the terrace and ate their dinner, everyone quietly discussed the events of the day. 
Eventually, someone asked where Willard was. Yjifor spoke up and said that when he saw him last, Willard had decided to go sightseeing and was likely at the fireworks. 
“I’ve had enough fireworks for today. Good night everybody,” Seamus said as he took himself off to bed. 

47 ::: A Different Kind of Physics
Before Will opened his eyes, the only thing he heard was the quiet shuffling of a single person. A woman, he thought, by the sounds of her movements and the smell of her gentle perfume. 
“Commodore, I know you’re awake. My name is Carmen. Would you like some tea?”
Will opened his eyes to an empty tubular sphere and an exceptionally beautiful young woman seated in front of him. He was still seated next to Roxanne and each of them had a blanket over them. Roxanne was still sleeping. 
“Wow! I'm not a custom to sleeping in the middle of the day,” he said to Carmen. “I feel great. What a nap. Where are the others, what am I sitting in, and where are we going?” As Will rattled off questions, he stretched his arms above his head, sat up straighter and began to fold the blanket.
“We call these tubes,” she said as she served him tea. “They’re electro-magnetic transportation pods that we developed a long time ago. They work in harmony with the planet's natural energy systems, and you are both being taken to our control center. There are others who can describe how the tubes work much better than I, so for now I’ll give you the highlights.”
“You fell asleep because your bodily electro-magnetic field began to harmonize with the tube's energy field. This always lulls those not accustomed to the frequencies asleep. We placed a blanket over you to speed up the harmonization process. The tubes will only travel as fast as its occupants can safely endure. For those of us who use them all the time, we can travel to our destination quite quickly—sometimes instantaneously. For those not acclimatized to the frequencies, it might take as long as 24 hours to reach a destination.”
“How long have we been traveling?” Will said. 
“About 12 hours, and we have a couple more hours to go yet. We decided to transfer the others to another tube so that they could go ahead and tend to your arrival. I volunteered to travel with you.” 
“The tubes have another aspect to them which I should tell you about. The magnetic field harmonization will push any impurity or incorrectly spinning cellular structure out of your body and, eventually, realign everything back to your original coherence. You will both get healthier and, in time, your body will return to its originally intended perfect self. We’re traveling slowly because your companion needs more healing and harmonizing time. What’s her name?”
“She’s Roxanne Elizabeth Young, my cousin, and the Senator's sister,” said Willard. 
“So she’s the much talked about Roxanne Young. Excuse me while I let the control room know about this.” Carmen then got up and consulted a pad on one of the walls. 
Will looked at Roxy and adjusted her blanket. He then took off the scarf that covered her head, and stroked her once beautiful hair. 
While Carmen and Will waited for Roxy to wake up, they ate some food, drank some tea, talked about the control center and those who were waiting for them. 
Carmen told him that they were a group of watchers that kept a close eye on the administrations that came and went with each election. They kept tabs on their technologies, policies, enforcement activities and, when needed, they intervened to protect and keep the surface populations away from the administration's severest manipulations. 
“What do you mean by surface populations?” Will said.
“Several centuries ago,” Carmen told him, “a small group of their most brilliant scientists discovered pockets of plasma sprinkled throughout the Aequi that did not behave in the same way that the energy of 12 torus fields behaved. They were stationary pockets, similar to the holes that are created by the weave of the individual threads of a ball of yarn as the threads cross over each other.”
“These pockets,” she continued, “exist in each of the 12, nested, torus fields of the Aequi and have a unique electro-magnetic signature that harmonizes with their respective Aequus. The scientists eventually figured out how to travel between each of these pockets, and as they traveled they mapped their locations and their respective energetic profiles.”
“These pockets house our administrative offices, our research and engineering labs, and our accommodations. We are headed to the largest pocket now,” she said. 
“We use the tubes to move between the pockets, and we are completely hidden from any surveillance equipment the Izan may have. They know we exist, but they don’t know where we are or how to get to us.”
“I said surface population because we don’t exist in the matter world. These pockets are inter-dimensional spaces of pure plasma, and so long as we respect the physics of each, we can exist in them quite comfortably. We come and go as we please with the tubes.”
“We have safe areas on the surface that we protect and use as subway stations—if you like. The hotel you booked is one of those safe areas.”
Carmen continued, “We’re very good at what we do, but we can only do so much. We’ve waited decades to nail that slimy piece of teflon and within 10 minutes the Senator had him right where we needed him to be. We all admire her courage and tactics. She was brilliant.”
“Yes, she was,” Will replied. “Over the years, I have come to understand that while men are trained to fight with their fists, women have learned to fight with their hearts. Unleashing the power embedded in the heart turns us into the dragons that we need to be so that we can slay those that do not have our best interests at heart.”
“Well said,” Carmen responded. “The Senator’s dragon and the love she has for her sister were very present in that courtroom. She risked everything to arrest the Chancellor. You both must love Roxanne deeply.”
“We all did. Roxy’s endearing soul was the heart of our community. She knew just how to care for each of us.” As Will said this Roxanne began to stir.
“Willmont!—Willmont!” she cried out, reaching her hands from under the blanket to find him.
“I’m here Roxy, you’re safe. Carmen and I are having some tea. Would you like some?” he asked her. 
“Feel free to call the Senator, Chloe,” Will said to Carmen. 
“Where’s Mary?” Roxy then said to Will. “I want to see Mary!”
“Well, Mary’s changed her name to Chloe, and I’ve changed my name to Willard, but you can still call me Will—everyone does. You won’t be able to see or talk to Mary for a while because she’s been detained.”
“We know where she is, and she’s quite safe,” said Carmen, not wanting to alarm Roxy. 
“What a wonderful sleep I just had. I haven’t slept like that in years. Where are we?” While they continued their journey, Willard and Carmen answered Roxy’s questions as best they could. 
Just before they arrived, Roxanne turned to Will and asked, “Why did you change your names? Did you not like Willmont and Mary?”
“Well,” he said delicately, “it wasn’t that. When we saw what had happened to Caraquet, we decided to die alongside everyone else. So, when we were ready to leave with the Resistance, we gave them false names and told them, under no uncertain terms were we to be separated as a unit, and that we were willing to be trained as one of their elite combat teams. We took the difficult assignments, the ones no one wanted to touch. You’ll be happy to know Willamina changed her name to Billie, but we all kept calling her Meanie.”
Roxanne laughed, “Yes, that was always a good nickname for her. I used to hate it when she snuck up on me and pulled the pins out of my hair.”
When their tube door opened, Carmen could feel the depth of the love between them. 
:::
“Commodore, Miss Young, I’m Commander Decker. You may call me Christof.” 
“If you will both excuse me, I’m needed elsewhere,” said Carmen. “My sister Ella has volunteered to tend to your needs while you’re here.”
While Will and Roxy were touring around the center, Will thought he saw Rio, Ted and Carmen hurry into one of the tubes. 
The command center was a large spherical space, lit with an ambient light of no discernible origin. There were monitors and a wide variety of equipment displaying information to those observing them.
“It’s a great honor to be in your company, Miss Young,” Christof said. “Homecoming queen three years running, and I must say, the most beautiful Miss Siris ever crowned.”
“You are too kind,” Roxy said as she fussed with her unkept hair and straightened her tattered clothes. “That was a long time ago. I would’ve surely lost if Ella had been in the completion with me.”
“Now you’re being too kind,” Ella said, smiling at Roxanne. “May I show you your accommodations? We have taken the liberty of stocking your closet and your dressing table.”
Roxy looked at Will, and when he nodded to her that it was OK, she left with Ella. 
When Christof ushered Will into his office, Will could see his suitcase, the knapsack containing his ship and the two knapsacks Yjifor and C'wetel were carrying containing the equipment they retrieved from Quies. The equipment was gone, and the sacks were empty. 
“Please forgive us our trespasses,” Christof said to Will. “Yjifor chose those two pieces of equipment well. The Izan completely changed their systems about 10 years ago and those two pieces of equipment contain the original source codes for everything they’ve built since. Our engineers are delighted, and having a field day re-engineering them.”
“I’m glad they can be of use. Bring me up to speed.”
“The hotel has been locked down and, so long as the media scrum stays outside, no one wants to leave. As the media loses interest or is threatened not to publish anything about the trial, we supplement the scrum with our own operatives to keep everyone in the hotel. I’m not sure how long we’ll be able to keep this up as cabin fever will set in soon.”
“Chloe has resorted to name, rank and serial number, and it’s pissing off the interrogators. She’s eating the food Rio put in her toolbox, and lumpy-hard bed aside, I think she’s enjoying herself.”
“The Chancellor and his entourage are in panic mode. Everyone he has pissed off over the years is coming out of the shadows and demanding to know who Roxanne is and what his role was during the massacre of Caraquet. It has the potential to get really nasty. Your wife is doing an exemplary job, by the way. She’s really upset that a warrant has been issued for your arrest. We’re monitoring the events closely and getting ready to stir the pot. I think he knows Chloe is Roxanne’s sister and is keeping that tidy piece of information to himself.” 
“We had no idea who Roxanne was until Carmen sent us a note. I’m glad she’s here. We’ll keep her safe.” Will nodded a thank you to him. 
“We researched the massacre, and I’m so sorry for your loss. What a horrible situation that must have been,” Will nodded again. 
“Oh Max, can you come in for a second,” Christof softly yelled to a man outside his office. 
“Yes, of course,” Max replied. When he entered the room, he held his hand out to Will. “Maximilian, at your service, Commodore.”
Will recognized him as the beggar who sold him his clothes and got him off the street. “Max, It's a pleasure to meet you. Call me Will,” Will said, and extended his hand to shake Max’s hand. 
“You’ve been reassigned to the Music Hall and you need to leave right away. Stay in that area until told otherwise,” Christof said. 
“Yes, I'll leave immediately,” Max said when he left the office. 
“As I’m sure you’re aware, we control the streets and monitor the police quite closely. Most of the beggars and street people are ours.”
“Your comm should work if you want to make a call. Now, if you’ll excuse me, there’s a lot to prepare for. I’ll get someone to show you your accommodations. Feel free to wander anywhere, we have no restrictions here.”
“Thank you, Christof. We’ll talk later.”
:::
“My comm doesn’t seem to be working. Have either of you talked to anyone lately?” Miller said to Inmaius and Thomas. 
“I talked to dad yesterday, just before the trial. Apparently, the hotel is wonderful and everyone is enjoying their time exploring the city. They’re all looking forward to festival week. Why?” said Inmaius.
“I can’t seem to connect to Laura, not even telepathically. We could use her help with these configurations,” said Miller. 
“Well, we are sitting in very dense bush and I detected a change in the energy field around the volcano last night. It’s also become hotter. Perhaps our comm’s are getting blocked and need to be remodulated, but not now, after we’ve had a look around. We’re almost ready,” Inmaius said.
“OK, try this one,” Miller said to Thomas as he passed him a small replicated beetle form. 
Thomas handed the small beetle to Mantises, who was sitting on the floor of the ship in her holographic Grand Challenge avatar body. She turned it over, examining every facet of its shape. She then put the beetle on the floor of the ship and watched it as it tried to move. “It look good. Can control?” she said in the vernacular of her native language. 
Inmaius, Miller and Thomas then sat back in their chairs and focused their conscious intent on each of their holographic beetles. When the beetles started moving, it did not take them long to direct them wherever they wanted them to go. 
“Good,” Mantises said. “Can see good?”
The three then focused the visual centers of their brains on the sensors located inside the beetles' protective hard shells. The beetles were one of the few species on Largus that had adapted itself to the harsh conditions of the many volcanoes on the planet. They were able to move around the lava without issue and survive in it for a period of time. 
When all three eventually said yes, that they could see and control the beetles, Miller then redirected their visions to his monitoring equipment so that he could record what they saw. 
“This good. You go now?” 
“Yes,” Thomas said, “we go now. You stay here until we get back.”
The three bushwhacked themselves to the top of the volcano. Thomas then drew down his sling from his toolbox and positioned each of the beetles close to a lava tube that led into the volcano. When the three took control and could see what was around each beetle, they made their way back to the ship and took their places. 
“It looks like everything’s working,” Miller said. “Let’s see what’s inside.”
While the three focused on their intent, Mantises watched the monitors and occasionally directed their movements. Being a mantis, she had a different perspective and intuitive sense when it came to wandering dark underground spaces. 
“I think go left,” she said to them when they reached a fork in the tube. When the tube opened up into a larger space, and they saw that it was lit, she said, “stay wall.” The three then moved their beetles to the edge of the tube and continued along the wall. 
As they moved into the larger room, it became brighter and brighter. Eventually they saw human forms walking around. “Slow,” Mantises directed. 
“These are synthetics,” Inmaius said. “What’s behind the door they keep coming in and out of?”
“Slow move, when they no look,” Mantises directed again. 
When they got close to the door, they waited until several synthetics were going through at the same time, then scurried across the threshold into the other room. “Stay wall,” Mantises reminded them. “Go slow-slow, much-much light. Be pebble.”
When they rounded a bend, they looked into a vast space and saw ten columns with ten rows each of drones. They could clearly see the drones were being prepared to host one synthetic each. On the far side of the room was a ledge and on it stood what they guessed were the officers and programmers of the battalion. 
While Thomas and Inmaius looked at the drones, Miller focused on the humans at the far end. Eventually his gaze came to land on a woman with a turban on her head. When he began to think she looked familiar, she suddenly looked directly at him. Their gaze locked, and her energy began reaching straight into the depths of his soul. 
Immediately, Miller severed everyone’s connection, and yelled to Inmaius to get them out of there. 
While Inmaius scrambled to the helm, Thomas asked, “What’s happened?”
“I’ll tell you later,” he muffled. “Thank you Mantises, we owe you.” He then turned off her hologram, sat back down and said, “I need to find Laura, we need to re-modulate.”
Inmaius quickly laid in a course and lifted his Dolphin from its hiding place. As soon as they were airborne, all three felt a surge of energy pass through their hearts—then they passed out. 
:::
“No need to worry Laura, they’ll be here. They’re likely having fun rummaging through the archives. Why don’t you play and sing for us while we wait. Play for us that song you used to sing, the one we like so much. Maybe your grampa and I will dance while we wait,” Rita said as she winked at David. 
“OK, gramma. It’s not like Serena to be late. I have a strange feeling that my comm’s not working.” Laura then sat at a piano that was outside on the beautifully manicured terrace in front of the Music Hall. It was free for anyone to use, and she wondered if it was in tune. 
“Here goes,” Laura said to her grandparents when she was ready. While Laura sang and played the piano, a small crowd started to gather around her and her dancing grandparents. Like their sister, the twins also had perfect pitch and command of their vocal modulations. 
When the song ended, Laura received cheering adulation from the crowd. When the crowd started to disburse, a beggar man, holding a cup in front of him, approached her and asked for alms. 
“Of course,” she said rummaging through her purse. 
When she began to put money in his tin, she heard him say, “You have the voice of an angel.”
“Thank you,” she responded and lifted her eyes to his. Caught off guard, Laura found herself looking deeply into the most beautiful robin’s egg blue-colored eyes and the most handsome face she had ever seen.
With their eyes locked, her hand automatically moved to touch his. When the two hands connected, a burst of energy came from her heart, which he felt and sent him staggering back. He barely caught his balance as she fell unconscious into his arms.  
Recovering, the beggar quickly picked Laura up and stood not knowing what to do. When David and Rita ran to their granddaughter, the three decided that they should find a medical facility. Seeing the beggar stand to his full height and recognizing that he was much younger and fitter than him, David did not object when the beggar offered to carry her.  
This way, the beggar said. The three rushed from the terrace into one of the back alleys behind the Music Hall. 
“In here,” the beggar ushered them through a single door at the end of the long empty alley. 
When David and Rita saw the tube in front of them, they looked at each other, followed the beggar in and watched the door close behind them. David then turned to the beggar as he lay Laura gently on the floor, put out his hand and said, “David, David Manful. And you are?”
“Max, Maximilian Decker. Manful you say? Any relation to Rio Manful?” Max asked as he put out his hand to shake David’s. 
“Yes, she’s our daughter. I’m Rita, or Clarita, if you prefer,” said Rita. “The young woman you carried is our granddaughter, Laura. Thank you for doing that, by the way. Excuse me, I need to see how she is.”
“So you’re Christof’s son.”
“Grandson, and you’re Reed’s father,” Max replied to David, each having fully realized who the other was. 
When Rita told them Laura was unconscious but otherwise fine, she then sat in a meditative position and eventually said, “David, I’m being called to a conclave.”
“A conclave!” David said. “There hasn’t been a conclave in some time.”
“Correction, the four of us are being called to a conclave,” Rita said. 
With the agreement of the others, Max entered a set of coordinates into the controls. Everyone then sat down, put blankets on themselves and Laura, and the tube began to move itself through the ethers. 

48 :: Into the Myst
“Laura!—Laura!” Miller called out. "Where are you? I can’t see you. Where are you, Laura?"
:::
“Miller!” Laura called as she reached into the fog. “Miller!—Miller! Where are you? Why can’t I feel you?”
 :::
“Will, are you there Will?” Ines said into her comm as she lay on her bed at the hotel.
“I’m here, what’s up?” Will responded lying on his bed in the plasma pocket.
“I was trying to have a nap and the most dreadful feeling came over me. Do you think the boys are OK? I haven’t felt like this since they fell down that dry well at the abandoned mine site. What a state they were in when you and Wayne eventually found them,” Ines said as she turned to lie on her side. 
When Will turned to lie on his side, he said, “With all that has happened these past months, it’s clear our boys are not little anymore. The time has come for them to stand in their own power and for us to become quiet observers to their choices.”
Ines then turned to lie on her back. “Yes, you’re right. They’re not little anymore and the three of you have trained them well. They’re likely on their way back from Largus and will overwhelm us with stories of their adventures. Where are you, by the way?”
“Indeed,” Will said as he turned to lay on his back. “I wouldn’t know how to begin to describe to you where I am. All I can say is that I’m in a place where they can’t find me.”
“That's good,” Ines said, rolling on her opposite side. “I’m furious that the administration wants to arrest you. I have a meeting with Marjory later. She’s on the warpath and demanding answers.”
“Good for Marjory. Send her my love and I wish her safe travels,” said Will as he rolled onto his opposite side. “Speaking of love, I’ve met someone that I would love to introduce to Inmaius, but his strict one dance policy might get in the way.”
“Listen to you ‘Mr.-I-refuse-to-get-involved-in-the-affairs-of-the-heart-of-our-children’,” Ines giggled as she rolled onto her back. “Tell me more, and what might his dance policy get in the way of?”
“Guilty as charged Ambassador,” Will laughed and rolled onto his back, “grandchildren. Hooter will need siblings, and I’m afraid that Jewela is too much like me and Inmaius too much like you. It’s clear that Thomas and Tixi will have children, but the twins have not shown any interest in anyone.”
Rolling onto her side, Ines sighed and said, “Grandchildren! Who would’ve thought either of us would be having a conversation about grandchildren, but here we are. They will get there on their own time. We did!”
“Yes we did!” he said, rolling onto his side and sighing. “Yes, we did.”
“I’ve got to go and meet Marjory. Talk later, kisses!”
“Kisses!” Will said, ending their conversation. When he rose from his failed attempt at a mid-afternoon nap, he could hear activity outside his door. 
:::
“Clara,” Wayne said. Waking from a deep sleep, he found her sitting bolt upright in the bed and began to rub her back, “It’s 2am, has something happened?”
“Yes—no, I don’t know. I have this strange feeling. I think I’ll make some tea.”
Wayne watched his wife as she put her outside clothes on and said, “Shall I make a fire?”
“Yes, I think so. Thank you,” Clara responded, then left the room. 
When Wayne came down the stairs, he saw Clara searching through their book library, then went outside to the fire pit. When the fire was well lit, she joined him and poured him some tea. 
“That's a lot of tea,” he said. “Are we expecting company?” As he said this they were joined by Leea and Reed. 
“We were very glad to see the fire. What a time we’ve just had,” Reed said to Wayne and Clara. “Tixi woke up screaming, and we’ve had quite a time getting her back to sleep. She seems to think Thomas, Miller and Laura are gone. Has anyone spoken to the boys lately?”
“I talked to Thomas as they were just about to land. He didn’t indicate that anything was amiss,” Wayne said. “I’ll call him in the morning. They’re likely doing something in the volcano.”
Carla looked at Leea and said, “Do you remember these early morning fires we used to have when the boys were small?" We always knew when something was wrong.” Leea nodded and looked back at Carla. 
“Let’s not forget we had fires for the girls too. They were just as active as the boys. Remember that time when they had had enough of Thomas’ shenanigans. They hog tied him to a tree, stripped him half naked and left him there. Thomas told me later that Laura lured him into the forest with a song, and kept him spellbound while Serena and Jewela pounced on him. I was so proud of those girls. After all, they were only 10, and Thomas was twice the size of all of them put together,” Wayne said.
"Don’t give me that look, your son deserves a bit of his own medicine every once in a while. He also saw through that veiled wooden spoon threat of yours, and used it as a way to get more cookies." Everyone laughed when Wayne said this. "If I remember correctly, it took them three lassos to strap him to the tree, and Tixi didn’t speak to any of them for weeks."
Carla then asked Leea, “What do you think is wrong this time, and why is Tixi saying Thomas is gone?”
“I don’t know,” Leea answered. “I’ve had a funny feeling since I woke up, and I can’t seem to shake it. I’m glad Laura’s with her grandparents. If anything’s wrong with Miller, she’ll know it. I’ll call her in the morning when I’ve had a chance to calm down.”
“The boys are scheduled to land on Siris later in the day. I’m wondering if we should take the medical cruiser and surprise them with a visit?” Carla said to Reed. 
Reed quietly looked at Clara for some time and had learned over the years not to question her instincts. “Yes, of course. After our tea, I’ll begin the preparations. Wayne any word on what’s happening with Chloe?”
Not wanting to alarm anyone, Wayne said, “Will said she’s in custody and being well cared for. I think his words were ’she’s enjoying herself’.” Wayne knew she was being interrogated by the Izan and was being treated as a war criminal. He also knew she was too high profile for them to physically harm her, and that they would be using a wide range of other techniques to get her to talk. 
When the embers started to cool, Carla and Leea gave each other a strong hug and reassured themselves that they would be seeing their boys soon. 
:::
“Laura!—Laura! Where are you? Where have you gone?” Miller yelled through the fog.  
::: 
“Miller!—Miller!, why can’t I feel you? Why is this fog so thick?” Laura repeatedly yelled.
:::
When Stannocce glided out of the foggy myst, she was flanked by a few of her fellow realm owners, and they made their way towards the Grand Clarion. 
“Stannocce, what’s happened? Have you forced a Conclave?” the Grand Clarion said, as she came face to face with Stannocce in the myst. 
“No, it wasn’t I that forced the Conclave, it was them.” Stannocce replied and extended her arms out to gently move the heaviest myst away. “They forced the Conclave.” 
When the myst became lighter, everyone could see Laura and Miller wandering and calling out for each other. The fog was so thick around them that they could barely see themselves, let alone hear the conversation taking place between the Grand Clarion and the Realm owners close to them.
“But, they’re the Manful twins?” Replied the Grand Clarion. “Nobody in the second house has the power to convene a Conclave, only the first house can do this.”
“You have forgotten, Grand Clarion, in exceptional circumstances the second house can take control.” One of Stannocce’s colleagues said as she glided out from behind Stannocce and took her place beside her. 
“You're a 7th realm owner! What exceptional circumstances are you talking about?” The Grand Clarion replied. 
“The Universal Court has received far too many complaints from the many souls that have been wounded because of Clarion’s long-standing policy of exile,” The 7th realm owner said. “It’s time for this policy to be rescinded.”
“Rescinded! We can’t rescind this policy, it’s essential to maintain the balance of our social order.”
“The exile of those who challenge your social order is creating a much wider and deeper unbalance in the Aequi. The Aequi has now reached a point where it may become permanently unbalanced and this has universal consequences that go far beyond Clarion. The Gardeners, those that nurture and tend to all the life in the Aequi, are unhappy and are threatening to bring charges against Clarion,” the 7th realm owner said. 
“Charges! If we rescind the policy, our society would fall back into chaos, millions would be affected.”
“If the policy is not rescinded, trillions of millions would be affected. Instead of dealing with your issues in house, privately, the exile policy sent many out into worlds they should not have been in. The insatiable thirst for power and control from the exiled spread this chaos, as you called it, into innocent societies. In places, it shouldn’t have been.”
“The exiled have caused far too much destruction with their mining operations, their chemical pollutants, and their political manipulations—it has to stop. Clarion needs to find a way to deal with those that don’t have its society’s best interest at heart. If Clarion can’t or chooses not to deal with this issue, we’ll step in and deal with it directly.”
“What does that mean?” Asked the Grand Clarion. 
“It means we are prepared to steer the events of Clarion if we feel we need to.”
“You wouldn’t, you couldn’t! There hasn’t been anyone with the power of a steerer in millennia.”
“We would, and we can. We’re steering the event branches now,” said the 7th realm owner.
“Who has this power?” The Grand Clarion demanded. 
Stannocce moved more of the myst away to reveal Rio standing not too far from the Grand Clarion. 
“Rio Manful! I’ve heard whispers of the potential of your power. So it’s true, but how can this be? You’re not a mother! Only those that have carried the spark of life can be steer’s.”
“I carry the spark now Grand Clarion, and together my daughter and I are moving the darkest event branches in another direction. It has begun,” Said Rio. 
Understanding the depth and breadth of what she was just told, the Grand Clarion asked, “OK, how much time do I have?” 
“You have a full cycle and three tasks must be completed before that cycle ends,” said Stannocce. “I’ll quickly describe them to you, because we don’t have much time. The twins are drawing closer to each other. When they find each other, you’ll need to manage the events with the other Grand-Mothers as best as you can on Clarion. Rio will be there to help you.”
While the Grand Clarion listened to Stannocce, Miller and Laura began to sense each other's energy fields, and hear their twin calling to them. When they came together, they grabbed each other and held on tight, the myst around them became lighter, and the two found themselves standing in front of an older woman they didn’t know. Rio was standing next to her. 

49 : The Conclave 
When their transport tube arrived on Clarion, Rita quickly left the tube. Laura was still unconscious and lying on the floor. Knowing that she was not otherwise injured and would be safe in the tube, David suggested he and Max go for a walk. 
“This is my first time on Clarion,” Max said, as the two found places to sit under a large, very old, and well-cared for tree in the center of the Grand Square. Over the years, a lush garden was built around the tree that contained several ponds, many beds of flowers, shrubs and trees. There were areas for families to picnic, stroll, or play sports with their children. There were birds, butterflies and insects of all kinds tending to their day. 
“Our family moved to Siris generations ago, and I’ve heard that it’s both a beautiful and very spiritual place.” Continued Max. 
“Because Rita is from the first house, she comes here often, sometimes I come with her. Whatever the discussions are about this time, they’re serious. Conclaves as abrupt as this one only get called when there is an issue that can’t wait,” said David.
“First house, what does that mean?” Max asked. 
“Clarion is a matriarchal society. The women are the ones that determine what policies their society will adopt and, if need be, the men enforce those policies. The women are also the ones that hold all the wealth and, as each generation comes forward, this wealth passes from mother to daughter.”
“All that Clarion is, comes from an ancient bloodline of mystic women. This bloodline is able to tap into the power of the Aequi, and they use that power to maintain or repair the Aequi when it falls out of balance.”
“Through mediation, these women can travel to distant worlds with just their consciousness, they can manipulate any morphogenetic field, and can see into the branches of the event line probabilities. I’ve also heard rumors that the most powerful mystics can manipulate those event line branches.”
“The women that carry the mitochondrial DNA from the original mystic women are called first house. Any girls born to them are also in the first house; any boys born are in the second house. Rita and Rio are first house, Reed is second. I’m also second house.”
“Is the second house of a lesser status?” Max asked.
“No, not at all. We’re called the second house because we inherited our mother's mystic, mitochondrial DNA but can’t pass it on. This DNA only passes through the female line. Laura, for example, would be considered second house because her mitochondrial DNA comes from her mother, not from Reed,” David answered. 
“When a first house marries a second house, their children can be quite powerful because there are other attributes that get passed down from the father. The children of these unions are watched closely, especially if twins are born.”
“Why’s that,” Max asked. 
“Well, I’m not sure whether I fully understand it. For the most part, all children born from the mystic line are benevolent. However, and only on very rare occasions, a child born from this type of union can be profoundly malevolent and often to the extreme. They’re master manipulators, singularly focused on their own needs, and often become tyrants. They can disrupt the social order very quickly.”
“I recall, a long time ago there were two sets of twins born about the same time through different lineages. One was a set of identical girls, the other identical boys. They were each born from the union of a first and second house. As the children grew, it became obvious that one of the girls and one of the boys were malevolent. It also became obvious that the other girl and the other boy were drawn to each other in a loving manner—they were inseparable.” 
“As the love grew between the two, so did the manipulations of their respective twins. In an act of desperation, the Council of the Grand Mothers decided to enact a policy that would exile any family from Clarion, if any of their first or second house children showed signs of malevolence. This policy was not put in place lightly. It divided the community, but in the end, everyone agreed to abide by it for the sake of the greater good.”
“No one knows what happened to those two families when they left Clarion. While everyone was glad to be free of the manipulations, they felt the pain of the two who had fallen deeply in love every bit as much as they felt it themselves. The two lovers were forced to separate from each other, and both families were forbidden to see each other or return to Clarion. They were effectively cast out of their homes.”
“Since that time, there have been a couple of others exiled, but thankfully, not many. This tree we sit under was planted when the policy was enacted, as a reminder to everyone of the calmness that settled back into Clarion after the initial exile.”
“How heartbreaking for those families,” Max said. 
“Indeed,” David responded. “I’m not sure if I should tell you this, but Rita is a direct descendant of the twin girls. Before the lovers were forced to leave Clarion, they consummated their love, and I have long suspected that the father may not have known about his child. Nobody knows where that family went when they left nor has anyone heard from them since.” 
While they continued their walk through the garden, eventually Rita found them and told them they had to hurry back to their farm before Laura woke up. Rita also told them Miller was also unconscious, and he was being taken there by Rio. 
As they hurried through the garden, Rita privately told David that she couldn’t tell him what the Conclave was about and that they should not tell Miller or Laura what happened. While they walked, David noted that she kept looking at Max and smiled the whole way home. 
:::
Through the myst, Laura gasped when she saw her Aunt, then held her hand out to her. “Rio, Where are we, and what have you done with your hair? This shortcut really suits you. It makes you look different somehow.”
Taking Laura’s hand, Rio said, “Thank you. You’re here to meet the Grand Clarion. She needs to ask you some questions.”
Through the myst, the Grand Clarion approached the twins and stood before the three of them. “Hello, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about both of you over the years.”
When Rio saw Miller’s confused look and moved to protect his sister, she said, “We’re in a safe place, and I’ll tell you about Clarion later. For now, I suggest you answer the Grand Clarion’s questions as accurately as you can.”
“Of course, how can we help?” Miller said in a well-mannered tone but with a posture that suggested he was still on guard.
“What’s the last thing you remember?” The Grand Clarion asked Miller. 
“Well, I remember being on Largus. We were disguised as beetles and investigating a large room inside the volcano. There was a woman at the far end of the room and when we looked at each other it felt like she was going to rip the soul from my body. The next thing I knew, I was surfing on Licentia. I was in the middle of a particularly big wave and when the surf ended I was called to the beach by Rio. After I reached the beach, the next thing I remember was walking through this thick fog looking for Laura.”
“Tell me more about this big wave?” the Grand Clarion calmly asked.
“It’s the funniest thing. I don’t remember going to Licentia, but I do remember being in the middle of a tunneling vortex off what must have been a 20-meter wave. It was spectacular. The cresting wave completely surrounded me and the energy field of its vortex was beyond exhilarating. I’m a good surfer, but I’ve never experienced anything like that. I can only guess the waves were record-breaking for the area.”
“Tell me more about this woman who wanted to rip the soul from your body. Had you met her before?” The Grand Clarion continued.
“When I looked at her, she seemed familiar, but no, I don’t think I'd met her. She had the oddest and most chilling stare—It went right through me,” he replied. 
“Thank you,” the Grand Clarion said, then turned to Laura. “What’s the last thing you remember?”
Standing tightly to her brother, Laura said, “I was waiting at the Music Hall for Serena. She and C’wetel were late, so I sang that song Gramma and Grampa liked to dance to. A beggar man came up to me and asked for alms, and when I put some money in his tin, the next thing I remember, I was waking up on Licentia. That’s pretty much it.” 
“I suspect there is more to your story, Laura, please continue,” The Grand Clarion said. 
Laura looked at Rio, took her aside and whispered, “Rio, I can’t tell the whole story, it’s embarrassing.” 
“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about Laura, it’s important that she knows,” Rio said as she pulled her niece’s hair back and gently caressed her face. 
“Well,” Laura continued, clearing her throat, “I woke up in my room and there was a man in my bed. We were being…,” Laura looked up at her brother, then at the Grand Clarion, “intimate.” Miller turned to look at her. 
“Go on Laura, there is no need to be shy.” Said the Grand Clarion. “There’s no shame in intimacy.”
“I didn’t know what to do, so I panicked. I slapped him across the face, threw on my clothes and ran from the room. When I saw Rio and the others on the terrace, I ran to her. She and Ted quickly took me to their ship and that’s the last thing I remember until now. It was all very confusing.”
“Who was this man?” The Grand Clarion gently asked.
“That’s the confusing part, I don’t know.” When Miller and the Grand Clarion looked at her with furled eyebrows, Laura continued, “All I know is that he has the bluest Robin's egg-colored eyes and the most handsome face I’ve ever seen. I don’t know his name, and I’m sure that I’ve never met him before.” 
“Thank you both for your honesty. Rio and I need to talk.” The Grand Clarion then looked at Rio. When the two women walked into the myst, Miller and Laura embraced each other tightly and found themselves alone again in the fog. 
:::
Standing next to the Grand Clarion and Rio in the myst, Rita said, “Rio, you look radiant, and I love this new hairstyle of yours.” She then gave her daughter a loving hug, kiss and a knowing look. 
“I assume you and the other Mothers heard what they said?” The Grand Clarion asked Rita. 
“Yes, we all heard the words, and we all felt the spark as well,” said Rita. 
“Yes, the spark is very nascent, just hours old, no more than a day I suspect,” The Grand Clarion said. The other two nodded in agreement.
“So what we have here is a set of balanced twins; he energized by the plasma field of the vortex of water, she energized by the spark of conception, both of which likely happened at the same time. On the strength of their natural connection and lineage, when these two power sources came together, they jumped their original event branch, effectively launching themselves into the future to—what?—escape the woman who wanted to rip their souls from their bodies. Am I correct in saying this?” The Grand Clarion asked of Rio.
“Yes, I believe this scenario would have provided the energy needed to jump them from one branch to another even though they’re second house. Does anyone know who the father is?” Rio asked.
“I believe he’s Maximilian Decker. He was a beggar man Laura was giving money to at the Music Hall—he has those colored eyes and is a very handsome man. When she was giving him some coins I noticed they touched their hands. When this happened Laura fainted and Max staggered back from an energy pulse that emanated from the center of her being. Telling us her story must have been difficult for her as I suspect her future self didn’t know who he was because she hadn’t yet formally met him,” said Rita. 
“I believe Maximilian Decker is himself second house, if I’m not mistaken. Christof’s father took them off Clarion many generations ago to keep a watchful eye on Siris. Max might not even realize he’s second house—it’s not something we casually talk about. This child will indeed be strong.”
“And who is this woman that’s able to pierce the veil of the soul?” The Grand Clarion continued.
“Well,” Rio began, “I believe she might be Alice Lindell.” When Rio said this, the three in the myst could hear loud murmurs coming from the other Clarion Mothers who were listening to everything. “We know she was integral to the abduction of Serena, and is herself proficient in the art of frequency modulation. She also had the power to isolate and sever a single pellet from its tether during the pilot games. Ted and I sent a blast of energy through the tether that exploded her drone. I had hoped it would end her, but it appears she’s much stronger than I anticipated.”
“The Lindell family was exiled because of her when she was small, and she’s on Siris, you say? What was she doing on Largus?” Said the Grand Clarion.
“Good question. The boys recorded everything they were doing, and I’ve yet to analyze what they saw. Going forward, as I move back through the timeline branches to steer us to where we need to be, might I ask Grand Clarion, now that the Conclave has been forced, for some assistance?”
“Of course, what do you need?”
“I’ll need to start soon, and because of the consequences associated with steering, I won’t be able to rely on my team on Mira—it could be disastrous for them. Could you make arrangements with Christof on my behalf? I’ll need Inmaius and Thomas because they were with Miller, and Ted, of course, as he is my balanced half.”
“Of course, shall I talk to Inmaius and Thomas?”
“Yes, if you wouldn’t mind. They’ll need to know what they’re signing up for should they agree to assist?” said Rio. “The tiny adjustments I’ve made thus far should have minimal impact on the Aequi. The larger ones that have yet to come could affect the most sensitive in ways we can’t foresee.”
“Yes, I understand. Moving twigs is one thing. Moving whole branches is a very serious matter because, if not done properly, it can render whole ecosystems, species, individuals and societies extinct.” Said the Grand Clarion. 
“Yes, but I’ve had a whole cycle to prepare and Ted and I are ready,” Rio replied. 
“Rio, it warms my heart that you are standing before me now. I take comfort in knowing that one day you’ll take my place as the Grand Clarion and the Aequi will be in good hands.”
“You honor me, Grand Clarion, that day is many, many cycles away, and I’m in no hurry to leave Mira. I need to go. It’s time to bring Inmaius and Thomas into the myst.”
“Indeed,” said the Grand Clarion as she watched Rio and Rita dissolve into the fog.
:::
When the fog around Inmaius and Thomas lifted, they found themselves standing in front of the Grand Clarion. After she introduced herself and explained to them where they were and what a Conclave was, she asked for their assistance to help Rio steer the event branches of time. 
“I assume you both know the significance and consequences associated with steering the branches?” she asked. 
After they took some time to consider what they were told, they looked at each other and nodded to the Grand Clarion.
“Do you have any questions?” asked the Grand Clarion. 
“Why was the Conclave convened?” Inmaius asked. 
“We can’t tell you that, all I can say is that it involves Laura and Miller, and they are to know nothing about what has happened. They’re free to make any decision they wish going forward, but not, in any way, to be a part of the steering. Rio will direct you, and you should limit your time with each of them.”
“What will the consequences be if we decide to assist?” Thomas asked. 
“That’s a good question and honestly, we don’t know. To my knowledge, a movement of this magnitude has never been done before. Because of a policy that was put in place generations ago, the Aequi is at risk of becoming unbalanced and we on Clarion will rectify our mistake. Those most in-tune with the Aequi will feel the energy shift when the steering starts in earnest. Some will adjust more easily than others.”
Thomas and Inmaius looked at each other, then nodded their agreement to help. 
“Thank you. I’ve made arrangements with one of our top security officers to assist you. Please come forward, Carmen.” The Grand Clarion said. 
When Carmen emerged from the myst, her long blond hair was pulled back into a single ponytail, revealing the unblemished beauty of her face. She wore a long, tailored dress that complemented her tall elegance and gently clung to her curves as she moved. The shimmer of the silk dress gently swayed, shifting its orange hues between tangerine and saffron as she walked towards them.
When she put her hand out to shake Thomas’, he turned his eyes to Inmaius, “Buddy,” he thought to Inmaius, “I thought you knew something about seduction. I think you’ve just met your match. It’s a good thing I only have eyes for Tixi.” Then he turned back to Carmen and shook her hand. “Pleased to be working with you Carmen.”
When Carmen put her hand out to shake Inmaius’, Thomas thought to Inmaius, “Hey! Snap out of it and close your mouth, you’re beginning to drool.” Inmaius immediately closed his mouth, took on his most proper statesman-like posture and shook Carmen’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Carmen.” On reflex, he brought Carmen’s hand up to kiss it but refrained from doing so. Instead, he held her hand and looked into her eyes, absorbing her aura. 
“OK, with the introductions made, we don’t have much time. Rio is ready to begin. When you both emerge from the fog you’ll have full memory of this conversation and what you agreed to do—Miller and Laura won’t. You’ll need to lie to them if they get suspicious, so work out some story lines with Carmen,” said the Grand Clarion. 
When they nodded in agreement, the fog lifted and, Inmaius and Thomas found themselves sitting in the Dolphin. It was in the belly of Rio’s Falcon, and Miller was still unconscious in his seat. 

50 :: on a Ripple of Time 
“Good, you’re both awake. We’re almost at my parents' farm. We’ll be dropping Miller off, then going to get Chloe,” Rio said to them as they came out of the Dolphin into the cargo bay of Rio's Falcon. “It’s important that you limit your contact with anyone from Mira, understand!” Yes, each nodded. 
“Carmen has pulled the information from Miller's system and you both should have a good look at it before we land. She’s sent the files to her people and I just sent the information to Jewela,” Rio continued. 
Seeing Carmen—wearing dark form-fitting, well-tailored military-like fatigues—siting at a table in the cargo bay looking at several monitors, Thomas whispered “dibs,” to Inmaius, then hit him on the arm, unbalancing him and sending him sideways. Thomas quickly took the empty seat beside Carmen and said, “So, Carmen, what’ve we got?”
While Thomas watched on the monitor a replay of what they had experienced in the volcano on Largus, Inmaius stood behind both of them, also watching the monitor all the while taking in Carmen's scent and the sparkle of her crystalline aura. 
After they were briefed while Carmen went to speak to Rio, Inmaius didn’t waist anytime knuckle-nooging Thomas in the center of his rhomboid muscles between the shoulder blades. Thomas winced when Inmaius eventually found a knot. 
:::
“Christof, was that an earthquake I felt,” Will said, coming to stand beside Christof at his station while everyone darted around him. “What’s going on?”
“We're getting ready to extract Chloe,” said Christof, “and no, that wasn’t an earthquake, it was a pulse of energy that went through the Aequi. We’re having to re-modulate our systems to compensate for the disruption. Everything should settle soon.”
“Our engineers have had a field day with the equipment Yjifor squirreled away. They’ve broken the root encryption codes of the Izan’s communications backbone and their frequency modulation algorithms. We can tap into their most covert conversations and jam their frequencies. Apparently the Chancellor wants to have a private meeting with the Senator.”
“And what’s this I see on your monitors—more trespasses I need to forgive?” Will asked as he looked at the files Christof was studying. 
“In a word, yes, we like to know who we’re dealing with,” replied Christof. “Let me see—a sculptor, a singer-song writer, a proficient tracker and, what’s this, the Academy’s soon-to-be expert in conception.” 
“What can I say, he takes after his mother,” Will said proudly. 
“And this gem—an executive with Serene Corp., an aeronautical engineer and one of your test pilots. I was also told she’s a Grand Challenge finalist. What an achievement!”
“What can I say, she takes after her father,” Will said just as proudly. 
“And these three—I hear the big guy is also a Grand Challenge finalist and an excellent tracker, but I have little information on these two. Who might they be?” Christof asked, knowing full well who Laura and Miller were.
“These three are at the center of our engineering team. These two are the brains and the big guy—as you call him—is the brawn. What’s this on each of their files?” Will asked, pointing to large letters that said ‘SECOND HOUSE’. 
“I’m afraid that would be a need-to-know conversation for another day—a day that I hope comes soon,” Christof replied. 
“Christof, you’re a man of a certain age, did you ever serve in any of the wars?”
“I’m strictly a behind the scenes kind of guy, but with any conflict that breaks out on the surface, we make sure we have people embedded on both sides, as medics or in positions that won’t draw them into the conflict.”
“Would I have come across any of your people?” 
“That’s very likely. We were certainly aware of the Maud Squad, and followed your operations closely, lending support where we could. At the end of the war, we lost track of you until we began to hear stories of a fearless captain that brought back to life a ramshackle Vespa class cargo ship. So tell me, is it William Grease, Willard Reese or Willmont Young?” Christof whispered to Willard. 
“Willmont Reese died where he was born, in Caraquet, although I’m thinking it might be time to resurrect him from the dead. And who might I be dealing with?” Will said with a smile. 
“Of course, one trespass is sometimes deserving of another,” Christof said as he pulled up four files on his monitor. 
“This is my son Curtis. He’s about your age and was one of the people that told Reed how to extract Rio. He also told Reed where to find the Ataraxia.”
“He looks familiar, but that was so long ago I’m afraid my memory is fading a bit. And the other three are?”
“They’re his children, Carmen, Ella and Max. Carmen and Max are our best field operatives. Ella is more of a homebody and spends her time in our engineering and physics labs. She’s one of our top physicists and no one knows more about the energy potential embedded in the quartz crystal than her. Almost all of our technologies are derived from the power inherent in the quartz crystal.”
“Max spends most of his time on the surface disguised as a beggar keeping an eye on the Federation. Carmen is open to any operation that needs assistance. She’s quite versatile. They’re all trained in the martial arts, and in the techniques of combat and surveillance. We train all our children in these ways from a very early age.”
“I see here Ella is a ballerina, Carmen a gymnast and Max a novelist,” Will replied.
“Yes, Ella loves to dance, and Carmen’s very flexible—it comes in handy. I’ve read a couple of Max’s books and they’re quite poetic. He inherited his mother's romantic side and her love of language. Being on the surface gives him time to observe people and write when he’s not busy,” Christof continued. 
“Will, there you are,” Roxanne sang from across the room, waving a hand towards him.
“I suggest you take Roxanne up to my office and watch Chloe’s extraction from there. I’ve prepared a space for you both. She might not want to hear what we say,” Christof whispered to Will. 
“Agreed.” Will whispered back. 
“Roxy, how lovely you look in that floral dress, and you’ve done your hair just as I remembered.” Will said as he held his arms out to hug his cousin. 
“That Ella is such a dream. She cut my hair for me and helped me pin it just so. She even helped me adjust this dress—my figure is not what it used to be. Did you know there are no water restrictions here? I took the longest bath with the sweetest smelling salts. They have machines here that will make anything you want. You just need to talk to it—amazing! And she took me to this healing room where I laid on this crystal bed. The room filled with the gentlest music and the most peaceful lights came on. Will this is such a magical place.”
“Indeed, it is,” he responded. 
“OH. I have something for you. Wait here.”
When Roxanne returned from a machine that worked in the same way as a Precipitator, she held a bowl and spoon out for him to take and kept one for herself. 
“Roxy, you remembered. This is delicious.”
“Of course I remembered. All that time I spent making ice cream for you and the others. It never lasted very long. Your favorite was maple walnut, mine strawberry and Mary’s chocolate,” Roxanne said with a chipper tone in her voice. 
“Do you ever think of all that time we spent on the knoll looking at the stars?” She continued. “You always wondered what was out there and how the stars were made.”
“I sure do,” he said as he put his arm around Roxy and slowly, gently directed her towards the stairs that led up to Christof’s office. “Have I told you yet that I have a star-ship?”
“What! Stop teasing me Willmont! You were always the worst tease!” she giggled as she lightly hit him on the chest. “Your mother always warned you that your teasing would get you into trouble.”
“Yes, she did and occasionally it has. She also told me that I would never be able to fulfill my dreams unless I found the courage to reach for them first,” Will quipped. 
“I miss your mother. She was so smart, just like Grammy Maud. They both had the same temperament and I never wanted to cross either of them.”
“I miss her too. You know, I have a whole fleet of star-ships, and they can travel from one end of the galaxy to the other,” Will said when they reached the top of the landing and stood at the threshold of Christof's office door. 
“Stop it, Willmont!” Roxanne laughed as they entered Christof's office and Will quietly closed the door behind them. 
:::
“Chloe, It’s time for your extraction. We have full control of their communication systems and the Chancellor wants to see you privately. We’ll start the extraction at that time, just after dark. Cough if you heard me?” Rio said. 
While two officers dragged Chloe's limp, wet body back to her cell, she started to cough. When they threw her in her cell, in-between coughs, Chloe started to laugh and slowly, with difficulty, steadily pulled her tired, tortured body up one of the walls. Standing eye to eye with the officers, Chloe laughed loudly and taunted them with, “Is that all you’ve got, you whimp-ass pussies.”
When one of the officers moved to strike Chloe, the other stopped him and said, “As much as I’d like to, we can’t leave any bruises.” So they both spat on her instead and slammed the cell door behind them when they left. 
When Chloe fell onto her bed, Rio said, “Eat as much as you can, you’ll need your strength. I’ve put a few different configurations for Bill in your armband. You should start with the beetle. I embedded a tracking device in it that’s intended for the Chancellor. I suggest you pull Bill out in advance of the meeting and hide him somewhere in your clothing, he’ll wriggle out when you’re in the room. Let me know how they constrain you, and I’ll put the appropriate tool in the armband for either Bill or you to use. Once Bill is activated, I'll be able to talk to him directly and control his form.”
“The place they’re holding you is quite isolated. You’ll need to get yourself out of the interrogation area and onto the roof. I’ll guide you. If you need help, feel free to use any of the configurations of Bill as you need to or just ask me to do it. Expect to see Thomas, Inmaius and Carmen soon. Ted is also with me, safe travels. One last thing, put your trust in Carmen, she’s good.” 
With that, Chloe coughed a couple more times, then threw the thin blanket over her head and pulled several small round balls of what Andi called—chocolate-covered moose poop—out of her armband.
:::
“OK,” Rio announced to everyone in the cargo bay, “we’re almost at the farm. Ted will land the Falcon as close to the house as he can get. Laura’s already there. I suggest, Thomas, you carry Miller into the house, Inmaius and I will stay close to the door of the ship, and Carmen, you should stay out of sight.” Everyone nodded in agreement. 
Turning to Thomas, Rio continued, “Be quick about it. Chloe’s extraction will be starting at sundown, and we have to be in place well before that.” Thomas nodded in agreement.
Rita and David's farm was a comfortable distance from the central city. Close enough for day trips, but far enough away to be out of the noise and energetics of a big centralized population. They cultivated a couple of gardens, raised chickens and kept several fields clear for their children’s ships to land when they visited. The farm was quiet, surrounded by trees, and very private. Their closest neighbor was a distance away. The ships could come and go without anyone noticing. 
When Ted landed the ship on what was considered to be the front lawn, Rita and David greeted them with waves from the front porch. In a fireman’s lift, Thomas quickly carried Miller into the house and up the stairs into his bedroom. Thomas could see Laura in her room. She was on her bed and also unconscious. 
While Thomas was putting Miller on the bed, he heard David from the kitchen loudly say, “Shit! Reed’s here in the Medical Cruiser. Did he tell you he was coming?” 
“No, he didn’t,” Rita answered. “Look, he's brought Leea, Tixi and a woman we don’t know with him.”
“She’s my mother,” Thomas said standing behind them. 
“She’s Clara! Tixi’s second mama! The one we’ve been hearing about for decades. How is it we haven’t met her before? Thomas, you need to hurry, you can’t be around anyone from Mira,” Rita said to him as she gently pushed him towards the front door. 
Thomas had just come off the porch when Tixi rounded the corner of the house, saw him and started to run towards him. “Thomas, you’re safe, I was so worried about you,” she said to him, holding out her arms, expecting to hug him. The closer she got to him, the slower her pace became until she stopped about an arms-length away. When he held out his arms, she lifted her eyes to his, looked at him, then at his outstretched arms and began to back away.
“Tixi, what’s wrong!” Thomas said, moving to hug her. As he stepped towards her, she continued to back away.
“No! No!” she repeated, shaking her head and continuing to back away. “Don’t touch me! Who are you? Where is my Tommy?”
“Tixi, I’m your Tommy.” 
“No, you’re not! Where is my Tommy? I want my Tommy back!”
When Thomas reached out and touched Tixi, she recoiled and slapped him across the face. The strike felt like a sica had just plunged into the center of his chest. He staggered backwards, placed one hand on his heart and the other on the cheek that had just been struck. 
“Tixorra! What are you saying? It’s me! I’m your Tommy!” 
While everyone watched and heard the interplay between Thomas and Tixi, Clara moved one hand to her heart and the other to her cheek and felt her son’s pain as if she was herself slapped and a dagger had plunged into her own heart. 
Inmaius ran to Thomas and forcefully started to drag him away. Just before the Falcon’s door closed, Rio and Rita exchanged glances. When the Falcon left, Rita turned to David, and, without using any words, he nodded back to her. 
While everyone heard Tixi crying in her mother’s arms, David invited everyone into the farmhouse. 
“Clara is it? I’m David. We’ve heard so much about you over the years from both Reed and Tixi. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. You always seemed to be away whenever we visited,” he said, extending his hand to shake Clara’s.
“Yes, how odd after all these years we have only just met. I’ve heard so much about you and Rita as well. You have a lovely house, and I can see you are both good gardeners.” Clara nodded to Rita, who was in the kitchen preparing some tea. 
While Reed and Leea were attempting to sooth their youngest daughter, their eldest twins began to make sounds upstairs. Eventually, Laura and Miller appeared on the landing and started to walk down. They were drowsy, clumsy, as if trying to wake themselves from a deep slumber. When they reached the bottom, they looked around confused. Reed turned to Tixi and said, “You see! They’re fine!”
Tixi looked at her father, wiped the tears from her face and smiled a slow nod. As Tixi walked towards her siblings, the closer she got, the more confused the twins became. Soon, Laura said, “I don’t feel well.” When Tixi got to within two meters of Miller, he said, “I think I’m going to be sick.” When Tixi came closer, both twins put their hands on their stomachs and started running for different bathrooms. 
Tixi ran back to Leea and as she cried more tears into her mother's loving embrace, Tixi said, “Mom, I don’t know who they are, and who’s that woman in the kitchen?” 
When Reed started to walk towards one of the bathrooms, to see what was wrong with the twins, David put one of his arms out to stop him. “Reed, I think it’s best if you all stayed at the hotel for a couple of days. Festival week has just started and there will be a lot more to do there than here.”
“What! I’m not leaving the twins, something’s wrong. Let me pass!”
“Reed, honey, your dad’s right. Perhaps it’s best if you all stayed in the city. We’ll take care of them. I’m sure it’s just a simple stomach bug. We’ll all come in when they’re feeling better, perhaps for the closing events,” said Rita, standing well away from the crowd in the kitchen.
“They’re ill, let me pass!” Reed insisted with an angry tone and continued to press his father while he and everyone else heard various sounds coming from the bathrooms. 
Standing back, removed both emotionally and physically from what was happening, Clara was able to observe the dynamics with a different perspective. As Clara slowly walked towards Reed and David, she cleared her throat and softly said, “Reed, your parents have a point. It’s likely just a stomach bug. With all that’s happening, perhaps the city would be a welcome distraction for Tixi.” 
“What, you as well, Clara!” Reed said sternly, then stopped himself. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to snap at you. Listen to them!” He then looked at Leea—she nodded in agreement with the others while she held her sobbing child. Holding up his hands in surrender, he quickly backed away from his father and said, “OK! I’ll get the luggage. I assume it will be OK for me to leave the ship here?”
“Yes, you can leave the ship, and you can take one of our vehicles. I’ll help you with the luggage,” David said, then left with his son. 
When Leea and Tixi went out onto the porch, Rita and Clara were left alone. Clara felt an attracting force slowly pulling her towards Rita. Eventually, Rita came to say, “I was hoping our first meeting would have been a little less—dramatic.” Then held her arms out to hug Clara. 
Clara sensed deeply into the warmth and familiarity of Rita’s embrace as if she was being hugged by her mother, then soon joined by her grandmother. As Clara’s soul traveled deeper into the calmness, she began to sense each of her maternal mothers as they in turn joined the others and wrapped their loving arms around her. Soon she was surrounded by generations of her mother's until she heard one whisper, “Welcome home.” 
:::
“Will, we need to talk,” Wayne said to Will through his comm. In Christof’s office, Will looked at Roxy next to him and excused himself. 
“Of course,” she said, “I’ll be fine. What a lovely book this is. This Max Decker is quite the writer—his prose is so poetic. I haven’t read a romance like this one in years.”
Standing next to Christof’s station, Will said to Wayne, “What’s up?”
“I’m glad you put us on Alpha-1 protocol when you did, because I think the shit's about to hit the fan.”
“Go on,” Will said. 
“I relocated myself to Capitolum, and have been meeting with all of our senior staff. Alex and Sally went back through the sniffer logs and followed the threads. About 4 hours after the arrest of the Chancellor, their communications really ramped-up, and we think the Izan are getting ready to mount an attack. We think it will be on Paluster.”
“Paluster?” Will asked. “Why do you think that?”
“There are a couple of reasons, but first you need to watch the video I put in your toolbox. It’s what the boys saw on Largus.”
Standing next to Christof, Will pulled the video from his armband and he and Christof watched it. Through the eyes of three beetles, the two watched the boy’s journey as they made their way into the volcano. They saw a large interior cave with 100 small drone-like spacecraft being prepared for an attack by the synthetics. They also saw a woman with a turban on her head at the back of the room. When she looked directly into one of the beetle's eyes, the video abruptly ended.
“What’s the time stamp on that?” Christof asked, “And whose eyes did this woman connect with?” Armed with this information, he then went to one of his terminals and did some research. 
“Wow, this is interesting. How did you get this video? And is that woman who I think she is?” Will said to Wayne. 
“Yes, she’s Alice, and the video was sent to me directly from Rio. I also received a delivery from her with an attached note that said position one of the Vespa's and the fleet behind Paluster’s moon. She gave me specific coordinates, dates, time stamps and the fleet composition. The cargo that was delivered came from Decker Labs on Siris, and it contained a goo-like substance that we were to incorporate into our ballistic munitions. She even gave us detailed instructions on how to do that! Have you heard of Decker Labs? This substance is quite sophisticated, and it would have taken some time to formulate it.”
Will looked at Christof, then said to Wayne, “I’ll look into Decker Labs, you focus on Rio’s instructions. Do you think they found out that we were behind Serena’s extraction and Bill was with us?”
“Yes. I went back through the footage of the trial and when the lights started flickering, so did Bill’s holographic device. Both his child and rana forms could be clearly seen. According to Alex, there would have been an Izan center somewhere in the building and likely Alice was there, and we assume she recognized Bill.”
“So, after they took Chloe away she would have—what?—flown to Largus to prepare the fleet of drones?” Will asked.
“Yes, that’s what we’re thinking. If she had access to one of their fastest planes, the timing would be right.”
“Have you talked to any of the boys?” Will asked.
“Not directly. Rio just sent me a note saying Miller is with his grandparents on Siris, and Inmaius and Thomas are with her. Everyone is fine, and she’s getting ready to extract Chloe. She also said that I would soon be receiving the frequency codes for the Izan’s internal communications. Apparently this came from Yjifor’s equipment.”
"I don’t know where this is heading, but I am glad Rio has our six. She even gave Alex his cuff-links back and told him to keep them on his person until she advised otherwise. She’s miles ahead of us."
“Indeed, she is,” Will responded. “OK. All I can suggest is that you follow her instructions and keep me informed. I imagine Hot Stuff and Mustang are champing at the bit? Safe travels.”
“Copy that, and yes they are!” Wayne said as the two ended their conversation. 
Will turned to Christof and asked, “Tell me about the goo that was delivered to Serene Corp.?”
Christof explained that about six months ago, Rio came to him and asked for a special formulation, one that could be integrated into Serene Corp.’s weapons and fired from any ship in the fleet onto a moving target. The goo will stick to a target, absorb its energy, then grow to eventually encapsulate it. Once the goo has sucked out all the energy, the target will be rendered useless and the goo—inert. The goo is also formulated to be attracted to certain frequencies. 
“As it turns out, we found these frequencies buried deeply in the root algorithms of Yjifor’s re-engineered equipment,” Christof concluded. 
“Somehow I’m not surprised. Six months ago, you say?” Will said to Christof, realizing that that would have been about three months before the Grand Challenge started.

51 ::: Brothers & Sisters
While Ted flew their cloaked ship into the setting sun, Carmen was telling the others about the plan to extract Chloe. On a table, she laid out maps of the facility where Chloe was being held and detailed the security systems the Izan had installed both inside and around the grounds of the building. The maps also showed the surrounding area and as she continued her briefing, she told them where they were going to position themselves. She let them know that her people had detailed information on all the Izan’s facilities and now that they had the root encryption algorithms for their communications systems, they were able to hear what they said and would be able to jam their frequencies. 
As she continued, Inmaius and Thomas were told that they were going to a remote desert area a distance from the facility, an area her team knew well, and that they were there now waiting for them. From the desert they would be transported to a location close to the base. Their job was to provide a distraction while her team was responsible for extracting Chloe and the Chancellor. 
When the briefing ended, Inmaius and Thomas both accessed their armbands and put items in their toolboxes which they knew they would need. When they were finished, Inmaius put his hand on Thomas’ shoulder and asked, “How are you doing, brother? And don’t tell me you’re OK, because I can clearly see that you’re not. Your aura is a fluctuating swamp of emotion.”
“I don’t know,” Thomas answered as he began to sniffle and weep. “When Tixi slapped me it felt like my soul was being ripped out of me. How could she not recognize me?” Turning to look at Inmaius, Thomas wiped his eyes and continued, “I feel like half of me has somehow evaporated, and I’ve never felt like this before. For the first time in my life, I feel what it’s like to be rejected, shunned and so deeply, so profoundly, lonely. I don’t know what to do! Do you think she’s forsaken me?”
“No, I don't think she's forsaken you. Your souls were meant to come together,” Inmaius said as he gave his brother a hug. As a companion, Inmaius was accustomed to listening to the emotional dramas of his clients. From his mother, he knew true caring starts with the attentiveness of a genuine hug that can move energy through the entwined bodies and eventually, in time, calm the soul. It was an essential aspect of his job that was never fully acknowledged nor understood by those who judged him for being a companion. 
"Perhaps this is why we were cautioned to stay away from those from Mira," Inmaius continued. "The Grand Clarion did say there would be consequences when we started steering the time branches, especially for those who were the most sensitive."
Thomas nodded in agreement and began to cry heavily into Inmaius’ shoulder. When the flood of tears and heaving sobs ended, Thomas tenderly pulled himself together. 
Inmaius diplomatically suggested to Thomas that he put a full box of tissues in his toolbox, then discretely pulled some tissue out of his own toolbox and began to wipe the snotty drool from his clothes. 
While the boys were talking, Carmen went to her supply box and started to rummage through it. Eventually she pulled out some clothing and began to strip. 
“Whoa, I think I’ll go fix something,” Thomas declared, whipping his nose as he hurriedly pink-cheeked his way into the Dolphin. “Coming?” he whispered to Inmaius from inside the door just out of sight of Carmen. 
Inmaius didn’t move his body nor cast his eyes away from her. As an artist, he found himself to be in a familiar place. He was used to seeing the body in its natural state, and imagined himself to be in one of his figure drawing classes.
Surrounded by his fellow students, he would watch the models as they took their place in the center of the room. He would follow the contours of their bodies—examining the shapes, folds and curves of their creases. He would pay attention to how the light and shadows moved as the models worked to position themselves. It was his custom to slowly move around the model—inspecting, studying, observing, probing—searching for that combination of light and shadow that most inspired him to sketch. 
Now fully naked, Inmaius began at her feet, then raised his eyes up her chiseled calves. He saw the curves, the shadows and the bone structure of her knee caps supporting her well-developed thigh muscles. When his eyes came to her buttocks, he saw its roundness, then slowly moved his eyes around the soft folds of shadow that darkened the upper thigh and led to the center of her back. He paused to imagine his fingers lightly touching the small of her back, seeking to sense the texture of her skin and the warmth of her body. Her spine was straight, strong, and her tummy flat. Her breasts were full, her neck long and her shoulders powerful. Her skin was as flawless as her aura. 
When his vision landed on her straight blond hair, he saw her adjusting the ponytail and looking at a reflective surface in front of her. He followed her gaze and fixed his eyes on hers. She was looking at him, and they kept their eyes locked until she had finished with her hair. She then began to put on highly expandable tights, and covered this thin inner layer with a black formfitting, flexible, uniform with lots of pockets. When she finished filling the pockets, she turned to face Inmaius—to look into his eyes, and, after a short pause, she returned to the table and began to fold the maps. 
Being a gymnast, Carmen also found herself to be in a familiar place. She was used to wearing form-fitting tights and moving her body in front of those who respected her and appreciated how she moved. She knew who she was and took great care to protect and perfect the embodiment of her essence. She was proud of her strength, her flexibility and her form, and as she looked into Inmaius' eyes she could sense his appreciation and respect. 
While Inmaius’ eyes flickered, synchronized and attuned to the full spectrum of the sparkling light that came from Carmen’s crystalline aura, eventually he turned to Thomas and said, “It’s safe to come out now.”
:::
Stationed behind Paluster’s moon, Wayne wrapped up his briefing to the troops. When the fleet was deployed, Jewela, with her copilot, were to take the lead and Sally, with her copilot, were to cover Jewela’s six. As the Point, Jewela and Sally were to direct the Federations' synthetically-manned small attack craft away from Paluster and into a cadre of weaponized Falcons and Serene Corp. drones. These other Falcons and drones were called the Swing Riders and were tasked with firing the goo on their targets. The swing pilots were selected from their most senior staff and only those that had either Federation or prior battle experience. 
There were also Flank Falcons that would be positioned near the rear of the swarm to watch the battle and to provide strategic intelligence to Wayne in the command center and to the other pilots. From a distance, a single Drag Rider Falcon was also positioned to ensure all the attack craft were targeted and none escaped their net. 
Alex, and his copilot, were to maneuver the Teaser into a blind spot on the Federation’s lead ship and stay with it. From their vantage point, they would be able to provide information on what was being deployed and what might be happening inside the Federation's ship.
Wayne was the Commanding Officer. From the command center he would have access to all their ships' cameras, the drone operators and his pilots' communications. 
Armed with the Federation's communications protocols and jamming frequencies, Alex was the first to leave the Vespa’s cargo hold. He flew far out into space and when he found his target, he slowly glided and maneuvered the Teaser into the hostile ship's blind spot then gently, quietly moved with it as it approached Paluster. 
In the Vespa's cargo bay, the many ground crew then set to work expanding their fleet of Falcons and drones. When directed by Wayne, each pilot in turn maneuvered their Falcon out of the Vespa. The drone operators then did the same for the drones. Positioned in the shadow of the moon, everyone stayed hidden and silent waiting for the signal to proceed. 
With the drones deployed, the drone operators then began to program them for their duties. The drones were to fly into the attack craft swarm and, because they were programed with a frequency set that would mimic the swarm, the drones were to either fire the goo on the attack craft or direct the swarm away from the planet. Any rogue Federation craft that escaped the net would be dealt with by the swing riders, who would either use the goo or conventional weapons to take them out before they got close to the surface of Paluster. 
According to Wayne, their plan was to keep the swarm in the upper atmosphere well away from the surface of the planet and to collect each of the immobilized attack craft as they fell into the planet.
Silently gliding the Teaser into position, Alex announced to the others that he was in position and had masked his ships' signature to match that of the single hostile Federation ship approaching Paluster. As a prior seasoned Federation pilot, he knew their protocols and what they would be looking for. 
Eventually, Alex said they were slowing down and told everyone that he could hear the hostiles preparing for their arrival. Occasionally, Alex would hear Alice give a command and told everyone she was onboard. 
“We’ve stopped, and they’re about to open the bay doors,” Alex said. “From what I’ve heard, they’re going to deploy all the attack craft first then activate them after they’re outside the ship.” 
“Copy that,” Wayne replied. “Let us know when they’re outside. Do you think they’re going to deploy any combat ships?”
“This ship is one of their bulk cargo carriers, and it doesn’t normally have any squadrons attached to it. It has weapons, of course, and I’ll handle those if they decide to use them. It seems to me like this is a quick in and out—perhaps it’s a test to see how the synthetics integrate with the attack craft. I don’t detect any other Federation ship in the area. I’m thinking they want to keep what they’re doing here quiet.”
“Any idea what their target is?” Wayne asked. 
"From what I read in the logs, and from what the operators are saying, I think the synthetics have been programmed to target the vegetation and water systems on the planet. They might be dropping or spraying poisons in strategic places, and they’re doing it in the dark, night side first."
"Here we go," Alex continued. “All the attack craft are now out. Interesting, they’re not closing the bay doors, which means they’re expecting the synthetics to return to the ship after they've completed whatever it is they’ve come here to do.”
“Copy that. Hot Stuff and Mustang, you’re cleared to go. Start the jamming frequencies,” Wayne commanded. “Safe travels everyone.”
“Ok brothers and sisters, we’ve got ourselves a cattle drive. Let’s bring all those little hostile dogies home,” Jewela said as she, Sally, and the other pilots fired up their Falcons and, together with the drone operators, they all flew from the dark side of Paluster’s moon towards the swarm. 
While the fleet was positioning themselves, Hot Stuff and Mustang, with speed, came up behind the swarm and fired a few shots of goo at the lead hostiles. Each of their shots connected to their target craft and began to drain its power. Without clear instructions from the ship, the synthetics, on their own initiative, detected the assault and began to follow the Point. When the Swing Riders and their drones began to pelt each of the hostile craft with goo, they could see the goo quickly encapsulating the drone as it bled its power.
“Evasive maneuvers! These dogies bite—repeat these dogies bite.” Jewela yelled into her comm as she and Sally flew in, out and around the weapons fire from the hostiles in the swarm not yet slimed. The other pilots and drones did the same.
When the first of the hostile crafts began to stop functioning, Wayne quickly dispatched tracker drones to pick up each of the falling attack craft before they hit the surface of Paluster and bring them back to the Vespa. 
“Their panicking inside the ship. They’ve lost complete control of the swarm and are watching everything we’re doing,” said Alex. “OK, it’s time for me to light up—they’re going to fire on us.” Alex flew the Teaser out of the blind spot and around the transport ship, quickly firing rounds of goo onto the ship’s ballistic cannons and in any other place he thought might contain weaponry. Soon after, he heard Alice command that they close the bay door and leave. 
When the Federation ship left the area, the cattle drive was nearing a close. When the wranglers secured the swarm and double-checked that they had rounded up each of the little hostile dogies, Wayne called the fleet in. “Good job everyone. Let’s go home.”
In the cargo bay, Jewela ran to Alex and, while she was in his arms, he jerked his head up and said to her, “A vision of Alice just popped into my head, and she was not happy.”
“Come here, handsome,” Jewela said, wrapping her arms tightly around him. “That wolf has no place on our ranch, you’re all mine.”
“Yes—I am,” Alex smiled and leaned in for a kiss.

52 :: A Real Piece of Work 
“Thomas, are you there?” Bill asked through his comm. 
“I’m here, what’s up?”
“There’s strangeness in the sky tonight. Anar and the family are frightened and have retreated into the caves. Do you know what’s going on?”
“No. I’m with Rio, and we’re just about to extract Chloe. I’ll ask and get back to you.”
“OK. Tell Rio I’m also going to go into the caves, and she might need to re-modulate my holographic device to compensate for the density of the stone. I’ll be with Chloe during her extraction.”
“Copy that. I have to go, we’re about to launch from the Falcon. Safe travels.”
While Ted glided his cloaked ship along its trajectory, Thomas told Rio about his conversation with Bill, then took his place in the open cargo bay doors. Rio sat next to the door controls. 
Inmaius took his place behind Thomas and Carmen stood just outside the circle. 
Confused, Carmen asked, “Where are our parachutes? We can’t jump from this distance! It will kill us!”
“Baird! Secure the passenger!” Baby Bear said with an exaggerated, overly military-like bearing that was completely unnecessary. 
Inmaius, with a slight grin, gently grabbed Carmen on each side of her ribcage, drew her into his chest, then stepped both of them back behind Thomas. He then put his arms around the small of her back and held her tight. 
“What are you doing?” Carman said as she began to struggle out of his arms.
“There’s no need to struggle. We’ve got this,” he whispered into her ear, as he took in her essence with each of his breaths. 
When Ted said, “Baby Bear, ready your lasso,” Thomas wrapped the three of them up tight, then launched them towards the center of four red lights positioned on the desert floor. 
When the three landed in the center of the lights, the lasso dissolved, and they found themselves to be in quicksand. Falling quickly into the sand, Thomas and Inmaius stretched out their arms and struggled to get out. As they reached for the air, the sand kept filling in around them faster than they were able to pull themselves out—they were being pulled into the desert. Thomas could do nothing to save himself and disappeared quickly. 
Carmen wrapped her legs and arms around Inmaius and held him tight. She then whispered into his ear as she took in the sensations he had to offer, “There’s no need to struggle. We’ve got this.”
When the two fell through the sand, the swirling vortex of air above them closed quickly. The three hit the floor of an underground cave, which was lit by an unusual ambient light. 
“Will you two get off me!” Thomas eventually commanded, then pushed his mass up through the center of their wrapped bodies using his full strength to separate their bond. She fell on one side of Thomas, Inmaius on the other. 
After everyone had brushed the sand off their hair and clothes, Thomas and Inmaius looked around, while Carmen went to one of the cave walls and pressed a button. 
A tube-like transport device appeared and a door opened. “This way,” she said. 
Thomas looked at Inmaius, gave him a wink, then slapped him on the back just before they entered the tube. 
“This tube will take us to where the Senator is. They’re holding her at their most secure location, and we can’t approach it from the surface without being detected. We’ve been mapping this place for years and know it well.”
When the three emerged from the tube, they found themselves in a dense forest and Carmen quietly ushered them to a pile of boulders just outside the trees. She then took out of her suit a device and began to fix it to one of the stones. 
While Inmaius and Thomas watched her, they took in their surroundings and had a good look at the pillar of stone in front of them. On the top of this single mountain of stone was a building and in it was the Senator. “What the frack,” Inmaius thought to Thomas. “How are they going to get Chloe out of this place?” 
The mountain had one very steep road access and a moat that Inmaius could see was embedded with laser sensors and likely land mines. The cliff face in front of them was severe and in some places smooth, without any discernible cracks for a climber to grab. 
When Carmen was finished, she waved to them to sit, and they were soon joined by four others. “These are my team.” She whispered to them and introduced Curtis, Max, Jim and Reg. “Once I’m through the moat, and have scaled the cliff, Jim will take you to the front of the facility. There you’ll prepare the diversion we will need while we extract the Senator and the Chancellor.” 
Inmaius and Thomas looked at each other, raised their eyebrows and nodded, saying that they understood what they were to do but clearly had no clue what the others would be doing. 
“OK,” Curtis said, "The temperature's right, it’s time to start the fogging machines." When the fog had just about filled the moat, Carmen stood, double-checked her outfit, tucked her hair under a tight-fitting head covering, flexed and warmed her body, then moved towards the fog. 
As Carmen rolled, cartwheeled, and handstanded her way through the fog, her body would occasionally pop out of the mist as she carefully positioned herself for her next move. 
With binoculars, Curtis focused his attention on the facility above and would occasionally instruct Carmen to stay down when someone was about to shine a light into the fog. Max kept his attention on her and would occasionally tell her how close she was to some of the sensors or mines. 
When she reached the cliff, she emerged from the fog, adjusted her equipment and began to scale the wall. Her body flexed and moved as if she was a cross between an alpine ibex and a tiny gecko. Her suit was designed with small scales that would slip into the smallest cracks, creating a strong counter-balancing force that could hold her body next to the wall. The palms of her gloves had tiny hair-like filaments that worked their way into the finest cracks, creating a strong adhesion on the smoothest of surfaces. Her limbs moved with the self-assurance and coordination of a spider intent on spinning its most perfect web. 
As the boys watched Carmen, Inmaius eventually turned to Thomas and saw a tear forming in his eye. “Breath, brother. In for a three count out for a six count,” Inmaius thought to Thomas. As Thomas began to breathe, he slowly was able to control his emotions and hold in his tears. 
A short time later, Thomas turned to Inmaius and thought, “Breath, brother, your eyes are flickering again.” Inmaius then took some deep breaths and calmed himself down. 
When Carmen reached the top, Curtis gave her the signal to proceed. She moved to the surveillance pad and quickly attached a piece of equipment to the back side of one of the walls. When she activated the equipment, a beam of energy found its way to its twin which she had previously installed on the rock behind those watching her. When the two pieces of equipment synchronized, a filament of energy connected them. Curtis and Max then stood, strapped on vests similar to Carmen's and in single file they attached themselves to the filament. Max was quickly propelled up the filament first and when he was safely standing beside Carmen, Curtis followed. 
“OK,” Jim said to Thomas and Inmaius, “it’s time for us to go. Reg will remain here.”
In the forest, when the tube materialized in front of them, it took them to a small sheltered treed knoll not too far from the front of the building. Lying beside big boulders and crooked shrubs, the three could see road vehicles, helicopters, fueling equipment and sentry stations in the front lot. 
“I’ve just heard the Chancellor is about to leave the city. We need to position these devices next to anything that has a fuel source. Thomas, I’ve heard you’ve got an arm,” Jim whispered.
“I do, but at this distance I think I’ll need Bertha,” Thomas said as he accessed his armband. 
“What do you think, shall I get out Orillia?” Inmaius asked Thomas. 
“Yes, I think that would be appropriate. Dad will be pleased to hear this story.”
With Inmaius spotting Thomas, Thomas flung the devices from Bertha while Jim gave them instructions on where they should be placed. Bertha was an elastic-like band which Thomas wrapped around his feet and pulled back to his chest. She worked like a cross bow and was perfect for longer distances.  
When the lot became too busy, they knew the Chancellor was expected soon, and they had to stop. Jim directed them back to the tube and when they returned to Reg, they all waited patiently for the extraction. 
:::
“Chloe, the Chancellor is on his way. I suggest you pull Bill out now and hide him in your clothes. I see that you have eaten the moose poop. I think Andi is going to enjoy serving these to everyone when you get back. I’ve also put some clothes in your toolbox and let me know as soon as you are able to, how they restrain you.”
“The Chancellor has requested a private meeting with you, which means they'll be turning off their surveillance equipment. When they do this, we’ll start jamming and overlaying their signals. When the time is right, expect a diversion—everybody’s in place.”
“Safe travels and remember, put your trust in Carmen. I’ll be listening and recording everything said between you and the Chancellor,” Rio said just before Chloe coughed in acknowledgment.
:::
“Are these chains really necessary?” Chloe yelled at the two officers as they manhandled her into the interrogation room and forced her into a chair. "They hurt my hands and feet. Can you loosen them a bit? Why are you bolting them to the floor? Can the Chancellor not defend himself?"
“You’re a real piece of work, you know that.” One of them sneered to her. 
“Thank you! Perhaps you should invite me back to be one of your instructors. I’ll show you how a real interrogator works.” Chloe caterwauled to them as they left, slamming the door behind them.
:::
Sitting at the table looking into the eyes of his prisoner, the Chancellor slowly brought out the photograph and the single sheet of paper from his inside suit pocket. He placed the paper on the table in front of him and slowly twirled the photograph around in his fingers. 
When he was ready, he began, “So you’re the fabled Jag that somehow infuriated and alluded us all those years ago. Your exploits are legendary amongst our officers. I’m truly honored and humbled to be in your presence. You hid yourself well on Mira, masquerading as the Prime Senator of the Concilium. Well, I assure you, those days are over.”
“Chloe, go slowly with the Chancellor. There’s a sedative in the tracker, and you need to give Bill time to put it on his skin,” Rio said. Chloe cleared her throat in reply.
“Thank you for your praise, Chancellor. It honors me when you say that I infuriated and alluded your officers. I learned early in my life that if one sets their intention and dedicates themselves to that intention, eventually they will reap the rewards of their labors. It pleases me that you know who I am, because it means you got my calling cards?”
As Chloe sat attentively watching the Chancellor, Bill started to wriggle himself out of her clothes.
“Your calling cards,” the Chancellor grinned. “What a polite turn of phrase. I went through your file and there wasn’t one investigating officer that considered the Jag to be a woman. One even wrote a note that said—how did he phrase it—'the Jag couldn’t possibly be a woman. He’s an assassin that moves with the stealth of a cat and kills with the single-mindedness of a starving predator. A woman couldn’t possibly slaughter the way he does, it's not in their nature to be so vicious'. Tell me, were you planning on making a meal out of me?” 
As the two starred at each other, Chloe could see in her peripheral vision that Bill—the beetle—was slowly crawling under the table towards the Chancellor's feet. 
“Chancellor, the night is young,” Chloe smiled and lifted her eyes to his, “and I’m afraid my appetites have softened over the years. I couldn’t possibly make a meal out of you. Your aged rotundness would supply me for days maybe even weeks.”
The Chancellor belly laughed, then returned his eyes to his prisoner. “Yes, indeed. Age has a way of softening us. Do you like your outfit? It’s quite a change from what you wore when you came in. I’m afraid our tailors are not as skilled as yours.”
“Chancellor, I’m sure you didn’t come here to talk about my clothing. My pajamas are quite comfortable. Thank you for asking. I’m pleased that you came here voluntarily, and that we’re speaking privately. One is less inhibited when one knows no one else is listening or watching. I can only imagine you have several goons positioned outside this door who have been instructed not to enter the room under any circumstance—at least that’s what I would have done if I was in your position.” Chloe saw the Chancellor’s grin deepen as he confirmed her suspicion.
Seeing Bill hop onto the Chancellor's shoe, Chloe continued, “Do you like my court? It’s not as grand as yours. This room couldn’t possibly hold as many spectators, and the furnishings are much sparser,” she said, rattling her chains. 
“Your court!” The Chancellor said, raising his eyebrows as he leaned back in his chair. “So—what?—the Jag is interrogating me! If I’m not mistaken, you’re the one in chains. You’re truly living up to your reputation.” The Chancellor laughed. “Go on.”
“Within the lawful framework of the Concilium’s Constitution, the Prime Senator has the jurisdictional power of a recognized court. The Prime Senator is required to preside over the courts' procedural fairness, allowing both sides to be heard, and if necessary, is an authorized decision-maker empowered to issue orders. The orders become lawfully enforceable because of the courts' recognized jurisdiction, and because the arguments are fairly adjudicated. Our citizens have the right to challenge any unfair or unjust policies, especially in the area of government overreach.”
“Chloe, Bills planted the tracking device. Give him time to get away from the Chancellor, then get him angry—the angrier he gets, the faster the sedative will work. I’ve preset your hand pistols to give you a broad hypnotic sweep so that you can quickly immobilize anyone you might find in the hall,” Rio said. 
Chloe cleared her throat and continued, “The Concilium feels your administration has no jurisdictional power over them and as a private citizen I am within my rights to arrest someone I feel has personally harmed me.”
Looking at the Prime Senator, the Chancellor leaned forward and placed his elbows back on the table. He looked down at the piece of paper, lifted the photograph, and took his time to speak. 
When Chloe saw the beetle quickly scurrying away from the Chancellor's shoes looking for a place to hide, she knew it was time for the fireworks to begin. 
“Come, come Chancellor, you seem to be at a loss for words. You’ve had me water boarded for two days, and we both know I won’t be leaving the same way I came in, so why are you so quiet? There’s nobody watching or listening. Has the cat got your tongue?” Twirling the photograph faster, the Chancellor raised his now angry eyes to Chloe.
“Tell me, are you a thigh man or titty man? I never quite understood the fascination men have with titties until I learned the finer art of distraction. Did you like my ampleness? I have to say, some of your officers thought it was a bit excessive. Did you like what you saw when I slowly showed you all my offerings? I noticed you spent some time looking at my titties, or did something else in my cleavage catch your eye?”
"No! Let me guess, you’re a neck man. Did you like how I pinned my hair? I was almost late for your court, because I had to get it just so." When the time was right, Chloe continued, "Who’s in the photograph you're so intently looking at?"
The Chancellor cleared his throat and said, “OK, if it’s a game you want to play, let me see if I have this right,” he continued with a focused tone and angry eyes. “You’re the child sitting on the ground holding the black cat, and the older of the two boys sitting bareback on what is a most beautiful horse looks like he might be—who?—William Grease, Willard Reese or does he have another name like Willmont.”
“And the man holding the baby in his arms, the one that looks so much like my own son. Let me guess, he’s your father and the baby is your younger brother, Woodrow?”
The two looked at each other until Chloe spoke up and said, “You missed the girl standing beside me, the one with the beautiful curly brown hair. What’s her name—Mark?”
“Her name is Roxanne,” Mark said with softer yet still angry introspection. 
“What’s her full name?”
After a short pause, he drew a breath and continued, “She’s Roxanne Elizabeth Young. She was the love of my life, and your real name is Mary Constance Young,” he said as he focused his emotions deeply into Chloe’s eyes.
“Yes, it is, and if she was the love of your life, how is it we never met. We did everything together, and I don’t recall her talking to me about you.”
“We met while she was competing in the Miss Siris pageant. She was so beautiful. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.”
“I remember her coming home after she won the pageant and, while she was happy to win, I could tell something had happened that she didn’t want to talk about. What happened at the pageant Mark?”
Seeing Mark not wanting to talk about what happened, Chloe continued, “Did she spurn you?”
The Chancellor kept his focus fixed on the photograph and didn’t say anything. When Chloe said, “Did you rape her?”, he jerked his head up and snapped, “It wasn’t rape!”
“Really!” Chloe continued. “We shared all our secrets, and she was very upset when she came home. I could tell something had traumatized her, and she didn’t know how to deal with it. She wore much more makeup than she usually did and when I went looking for the beautiful red dress my mother and I spent weeks making, it wasn’t in her luggage.”
“We were all there, in the audience when she won. I seem to recall your father, the Congressman, was one of the judges. Did he bribe the other judges so that his son would be able to show off the Miss Siris trophy on his arm? I heard the whispers of my parents regretting leaving her to attend the celebratory party on her own, but she insisted that she would be fine. There was nothing they could do to dissuade her—it was her night.” 
“So tell me, did she willingly submit to your silver-tongued seduction, or did you muffle her screams with one of your hands while the other ripped her dress off?”
“Is she your son’s mother? Is your son my nephew, the grandson of my father whom he’s the spitting image of? Is your son evidence of your rape?”
Chloe could tell she had hit a nerve and he was losing his patience. “Did you ever wonder why Ines chose Will over you?” Chloe could see that she had hit another nerve. 
“Ines is a lot like Roxy. They’re both beautiful, and they have the same curly brown hair. She chose Will because he’s a decent man, nothing like the monster you are, and when he finds Roxy, I’ll ask her myself.”
“You bitch,” the Chancellor spewed out. “When I get finished with you…”
When Chloe saw the Chancellor start to raise himself from the table, he staggered backwards and fell onto the floor. 
“Rio he’s down, time to get to work.”
“Copy that, the distraction will start as soon as you've secured the hall. I put a set of bolt cutters in your tool box, work quickly, everyone is standing by.”
Chloe activated her tool box and pulled down the bolt cutters and her clothes. Rio expanded Bill into his handsome prince form and as she dressed around him, he cut the chains. 
When she was ready, she materialized both her hand pistols and took out four small modules, which Bill placed on the door. When Rio activated the sensors, a hole appeared that dissolved the doors' density, and taken off guard, Chloe quickly hypnotized everyone in the hallway.
“OK, the hallway’s clear, where do I go now?” Chloe asked Rio. 
“At the end of the hall there’s a set of stairs that leads to the roof. Carmen is up there. Expect to pass two men on their way down—they’re with us and will be extracting the Chancellor. Bill will turn into Ursa and block the inner hallway door if anyone tries to come for the Chancellor. If they start shooting, the bullets will go right through him.”
“Copy that,” Chloe said as she ran for the stairs and saw the grizzly turn the corner in front of her. 
When Chloe got to the roof, she found Carmen, who quickly strapped a band around her chest. Carmen led her to the edge of the landing and told her to position herself underneath the energy line. As soon as Chloe got in proximity to the line, the band pushed her chest towards it and secured her to the energy. The next thing she knew she was flying through the night sky to the land below. On the way down, she began to hear explosions coming from the front of the building and gun fire inside.
When Chloe landed, Jim and Reg took her band off, and she quickly found her way to Inmaius and Thomas. When Carmen landed and took off her band, the four quickly ran towards the woods. 
Just before they went into the forest, they all looked back to see the Chancellor being transported down the energy line. He was unconscious and Curtis and Max were waiting to follow behind him. “We need to go. They’re taking the Chancellor to another location,” Carmen said to them. 
When Curtis and Max were down, the lower equipment was removed, the Chancellor was carried to a tube, and just before they left, Curtis exploded the upper mechanism into small dust particles, which, like a leaf on the wind, flew into the misty darkness.
Rio dissolved the door rings, the bolt cutters and when everyone was safely away, turned off Bill’s holographic device. She and Ted could see from a distance that the front of the building was on fire and there were no vehicles remaining for anyone to escape with. 
The only items left in the room were the cut chains and Chloe’s neatly folded pajamas on the chair. 

53 : Tixi and Thomas 
“I’ll check us in, and deal with the luggage,” Reed said to the three of them in the lobby of the hotel. He was almost back to his calmer self, but was not yet ready to deal with the drama of the day that was still lingering like a thick, unyielding, fog over everyone. “I’ll meet you in Tixi’s room when I’m done.”
Yes, Leea nodded and mouthed to Clara when Tixi was not looking, ‘Come with us’. As the three women went up the stairs, Clara looked around the lobby and onto the terrace. It was late evening, and she was grateful everyone was in their rooms. She was as emotionally confused as Tixi, and longed for a hot bath, her book, and some quiet, reflective time. 
“Mom, what’s happening?” Tixi asked with a teary sigh, while she sat on her bed with a soggy tissue in her hand. "I feel so confused. I saw Thomas, Laura, Miller and Gram, but they were so different. And why is it that I suddenly feel so empty, so lonely, like I’ve somehow lost something that I need to get back, and I don’t know how to find it nor what it is that I should be looking for?"
“And why did I strike Thomas like that? That’s not me! He’s going to think I’m a tyrant and forsake me.” She then grabbed a handful of dry tissue, pressed the tissue against her bloodshot eyes and cried some more. 
“Tixi—darling, Thomas is not going to forsake you.” Leea said, then moved to sit on the bed next to her. As she tenderly pulled her daughter onto her shoulder and rocked her like she was a distraught infant, she continued, “Let me tell you the story of Thomas.”
“In the early years before you were born, when the twins and Thomas were small, Thomas was the politest of the lot. He was, of course, always the biggest and would help me in the gardens and carry things for me when he wasn’t playing or slinging pebbles at peoples backsides.” When she said this, Leea glanced up at Clara, who was sitting in a chair not far away. They both smiled and suppressed their giggles. 
“About a month or so before I knew I was pregnant with you, I noticed he would show up more often. Sometimes I would turn around, and he would be there, standing behind me grinning up at me with that big toothless six-year-old smile of his. Sometimes he would make a point to find me and give me cookies, or he would just sit with me if I was reading or relaxing in the garden.”
“Thinking back, I sometimes wonder if Thomas knew I was pregnant with you before I did.” Leea looked at her daughter and began to finger comb the hair from her face and wipe the drying tears from her face.
"As you grew inside me, Thomas would show up even more often and if I didn’t see him every day I would begin to think something was wrong, and I’d go looking for him. He would always ask me if I needed anything and go fetch it for me if I did. He would always look at my tummy and ask, 'how's the baby today'?"
“As you grew bigger he would ask if he could listen to you. He would put his head gently on my abdomen and I would comb his hair with my fingers just like I'm doing now. He liked that, and he liked listening to you.”
Not having heard this story before, Tixi wiped her face, and sat upright wanting to hear more. Leea continued, “When you were being presented to the community, Thomas was the first in line, and he boldly declared to everyone that he was going to be your husband.” Leea and Clara laughed, remembering the day. 
With a smile on her face, Tixi said, “He did! You mean he beat out Mama Clara and Auntie Rio for first place?”
“He did! And everyone had such a good laugh. It didn't matter what Thomas got up to, he would always bring joy into everyone's heart,” Leea continued. “And while you were growing, after we put you in your crib for the night and went to check on you before your father and I went to sleep, we began to find Thomas lying on the floor beside you. To this day, we never discovered how he was getting into the house without us knowing, but there he would be, often asleep on the floor beside the crib. In the beginning, we would send him home or call Papa Wayne to come and get him. Sometimes when mama Clara would call looking for him, we all knew he was with you.”
“So the four of us had a meeting, and we all agreed it was OK for Thomas to say good night to you whenever he wished. At first, he politely knocked on the door, then after a while he just came in and waved to us as he made his way to your room. I even set up a small bed next to yours just in case he was tired and wanted to sleep over.”
“Let me tell you the story of Tixi,” Clare said as she moved to replace Leea on the bed and gave Tixi a mama bear hug. 
"As the boys got older, when they began to camp overnight with Papa Will and Papa Wayne, you would insist on saying good night to me. At first, your mom would come with you, then as you grew up you came by yourself. You would always want to look in Thomas’ room and sometimes, if you were tired, I would put you to sleep in the small bed next to his. Do you remember how you would insist on keeping me company while he was gone?" Tixi nodded, smiled and hugged her second mama tightly. 
"Sometimes, if it was a clear night, we would sit by the fire and I would rock you in my arms until you decided it was either time to go home or to sleep. You would sing such lovely songs to me by the fire while we looked at the stars imagining where the boys were and what they were doing. If the stars were especially bright, you would always want to sing to them hoping they would send your song to Thomas in case he was looking at the night sky."
“Tixi, my love,” Clara said as she gently placed both her palms on Tixi’s dry cheeks and looked into her now smiling eyes, “Thomas will never forsake you.”
“I love you, Mama Clara,” Tixi said as she fell further into Clara’s warm embrace. 

54 :: Breakfast of Champions 
“How did you both sleep last night?” David asked Miller and Laura at the breakfast table.
“It was rough. My stomach’s still upset, and I've just had the weirdest dream,” replied Miller. "I thought we were on Largus, how did I get here?"
“Yes, my stomach's also off, and I had the weirdest dream too,” Laura said. “What happened at the Music Hall? I can’t remember eating anything that was off, and how did we get back to the farm? Did I pass out?”
David looked at Rita, then addressed Miller. “According to Inmaius, you developed a fever soon after you landed and started to hallucinate. He thought it was best to keep you sedated until he could fly you here. When you arrived, we gave you some of his special tea and perhaps that has upset your stomach. I’m afraid your trip was cut short.”
“Laura, do you remember the small cafe we stopped at before we went to the Music Hall?” Rita asked. “Well, your grandfather and I suspect that the frothy drink you ordered plus the midday heat took its toll on you. We think you got sunstroke and yes, you did pass out. We cut our trip short as well and headed back to the farm. I’m afraid you didn’t get to see Serena or C’wetel. We also gave you some of Inmaius’ tea before you went to sleep.”
“For some reason I kept dreaming of robin's eggs last night. They’re the most beautiful shade of blue—don't you think?” Laura said. 
“I kept dreaming of surfing. I got caught in the biggest vortex I think I’ve ever surfed—it was exhilarating,” Miller said.
"What’s that smell!?" Laura asked. "Miller, did you fart!"
“No, I didn’t fart! I think it was Gram.” Everyone looked at Rita.
“My apologies! My grandmother always said ‘better out than in’.” Rita said with a playful grin on her face.
As they waved the smell from the table, David saw Miller slowly move his body to the side and everyone heard a whoosh of gas come from his backside. 
“Gross! Miller, that one was yours,” Laura said, waving her hands in the air.
Miller smiled at his grandmother and said, “My grandmother always said ‘better out than in’.”
As Laura stood up, she expelled an even louder and deadlier cloud of gas that made David throw his napkin on the table and announce, “OK! That’s it! We need to go for a walk, because the first one of us that lights a match will blow the whole house up. Out now.”
:::
“How was your night?” Clara asked Reed at the breakfast table. She could see the dark circles under his eyes were almost the same color as hers.
“It was good until Leea decided to check in on Tixi. Apparently she was in tears again, only this time it had to do with Bill. Tixi seems to think Bill is dead—that he, Anar, and his whole family were poisoned. Leea’s still with her.”
“Clara, Reed, it’s good to see you both,” Serena said, holding her arms out ready to receive a hug from each of them. “When did you get in?”
“Late last night,” Reed said. “Everyone was long asleep when we got here. This is a beautiful hotel.”
“Yes, it’s a lovely place,” said C’wetel after he had received his hugs. “I’m glad we have it all to ourselves. Has dad come down yet? He’s not been sleeping well.”
“None of us have been sleeping well these last couple of days,” Serena continued as she and C’wetel took the table next to them.
Ines, Frederick and Seamus showed up before Clara could ask about their dreams. When everyone was sufficiently greeted, hugged and seated, Yjifor showed up. 
Once orders were taken for their breakfast and morning beverages, Clara asked, “So, tell me what's been happening?”
Frederick coughed for a short while, then started, “Well, the trial was quite something. The Senators are beyond angry that Chloe went off script and is nowhere to be found. The Administration is blocking all our inquiries to find her and are feeding us lies. Everyone in the valley is upset and asking all sorts of questions that I don’t have answers to.”
“I’ve been calling and meeting with everyone I can think of to meet with,” Ines said, wiping her runny nose with a tissue, “The diplomatic core and the top of the Administration's political structure are divided on who they should back. Some are with the Chancellor and support Chloe’s arrest, others want to know what his arrest was about and why she was arrested. The Chancellor is maneuvering on very thin ice, and his back-room support is beginning to fracture.”
“Will is nowhere to be found, and it appears he took the equipment we picked up in Quies with him,” Yjifor said. “This is probably a good thing since there's a warrant out for his arrest. None of my sources know why or what involvement he has in this whole mess, and none of them know where Chloe is?”
“We have no idea who Roxanne Young is, and the whole downtown core has been plastered with posters demanding the release of the Prime Senator,” Frederick said as he coughed again. “People are beginning to notice the posters, and are asking—who is this Prime Senator?”
“The police have increased their patrols around the core and people are beginning to notice this as well,” Seamus said while he scratched his neck. “They’re randomly stopping people in the streets and, without cause, demanding to see their identification. They seem to be targeting homeless women and men that resemble Will. I’m glad we’re here. The front desk is not letting anyone in unless we can vouch for them—not even the Police.”
“We’ve seen the boys, and they’re all fine,” Reed said to Ines. “They’re back from Largus. Miller and Laura decided to stay at the farm for a few days with mom and dad and Tixi’s upstairs with Ieea. After such a long journey, they both decided to have a bit of a lie-in. Thomas and Inmaius are with Rio and Ted. They might come by later—I’m not sure what their plans are.”
“Well, at least that’s some good news,” Ines said, reaching for a clean tissue. “I’ve spoken to Will, and he tells me he’s in a place where the police can’t find him, but I don’t know where that is. That's probably a good thing because they might decide to arrest me next.”
“Reed Manful? A package has just arrived for you,” the concierge said as he handed Reed the package. “It’s from a Rio Manful.”
“Of course, thank you,” Reed said, accepting the package. When he opened it, he found small envelopes inside addressed to everyone from Mira that was staying in the hotel, and handed them out accordingly. When the envelopes were opened, enclosed in each was a pendant with a note attached that said they were to wear the small stone until advised otherwise. 
“This is interesting,” Clara thought to herself, and quickly put hers on. 
“Reed and I are off for a little walk this morning. We’ll catch up with everyone later. It was good to see you all,” Clara said as she looked at Reed and abruptly stood up.
“Yes,” he said just as quickly, not remembering having made any prior arrangements to go for a walk, “We’ll see you all later. I’ll meet you outside Clara. I have to take these up to Tixi and Leea.” 
Clara nodded, as she quickly walked out the front door. Just before she left, she heard Seamus say to the others, “What’s that smell?”
:::
“Will, there you are,” Christof waved to Will across the room. “The Senator will be arriving shortly. Perhaps you would like to stand with me when she comes in. She’s still unconscious from the tube energetics, and I’ve instructed her to be carried into the crystal healing chamber when she arrives. Roxanne was up early and is settled in my office—she’s almost finished one of Max’s books, so I laid out his whole series for her to read while she’s here.”
“Thanks for doing that, Christof,” Will replied. "How did the extraction go? I’m sorry I missed it. My natural circadian rhythms are still adjusting to the energy in this pocket. How do your people manage without the sun?"
“An astute question!” replied Christof. “We learned long ago to make adjustments to the ambient lighting—to mimic the sunrise and sunset according to where the various pockets are located around Siris. We supplement the lighting with technology that matches the frequency of the color spectrum that comes from the sun without the need for the color change. This makes it easier for those of us who spend most of our time inside the pocket.”
“People, like Max, who spend most of their time on the surface, will pay attention to the rhythm of the energy that comes from the sun and will use special devices to keep their body more closely attuned to it. They will also match their eating and sleeping cycle to that of their surface location.”
“People, like Ella, who spend most of their time inside the pocket, will follow the sun cycle, but will not be as tied to it as Max needs to be. They eat when they’re hungry and sleep when they’re tired.”
“OK, she’s here!” Christof said as he and Will stood side by side and watched a tube materialize inside the pocket. When the tube’s door opened, Thomas, directed by Ella, carried Chloe’s covered body down a hallway. Inmaius and Carmen stood outside the door and watched her leave. When Chloe was out of sight, Will turned his attention to his son and could see he was curious about the space and was asking Carmen questions.
While Will watched the interaction between Inmaius and Carmen, he decided not to interrupt their conversation, then slowly turned his head to see if Roxanne had seen the tube arrive. She had, and was standing at the window looking at Carmen and the man she was talking to. 
With Christof knowing full well who the man was, Will turned to him, and asked, “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
Without taking his eyes off his granddaughter, Christof whispered, “I believe I am. She’s a slippery one, our Carmen, and very guarded when it comes to who she lets into her personal space.”
Christof turned to face Will, “It appears our teams work well together. Perhaps we should set up a few pockets on Mira and in the Capitolum. What do you think?”
“I would not be opposed to that,” Will said as he began to move up the stairs into Christof's office. “Excuse me for a minute.”
When Will put his arm around his cousin, the two continued to watch Carmen from Christof’s office. Eventually, he said to her, “Did your cousin Willmont ever tell you—you were the best reader of people he has ever met?”
Giggling, Roxy turned her eyes to Will and said, “No, he didn’t, but I believe he just did.”
“He made a point of watching you while you were watching people, and eventually, he began to understand what you were seeing and started to see it for himself. Tell me, what do you see between Carmen and the man she's talking to?”
“OH! Will, they move so beautifully together—their dance is gentle, attentive, respectful. Do you know who he is? Is he her husband? I would love to meet him—he seems so kind and gracious just like her.” 
Will gently lifted one of Roxanne’s hands and lightly kissed it, “You’ll meet him soon. He’s my son. Excuse me, I need to rejoin Christof.”
“Your son!” Will heard her say as he quietly closed Christof’s door. As he came down the stairs to join Christof at his station, he waved to Inmaius and Carmen.
When Thomas returned, he also waved to Will, then the three entered the tube and headed for their next destination. 
“Where are they going now?” Will asked.
“They’re going to spend a little time with the Chancellor, then prepare for another operation. I want them to spend sometime in the tube so that they can acclimatize to the frequencies. Carmen will then be able to move them around faster. Are you up for a distraction?”
“A distraction!” Will said, nodding, “I can do a distraction. Some might even say it's my middle name. Would this distraction involve guns and blood?”
“No, we don’t operate in that way. Song and dance is more our style.”
“A distraction with song and dance—I know just the people for that. What did you have in mind?”

55 ::: Tears of Joy  
“Clara, there you are,” Reed said, moving to sit beside her whilst she sat amongst the flowering trees and newly budded rose bushes.
“This park is beautiful. The morning sun is much brighter here on Siris. It’s bluer I think, not as orange as Mira’s,” she said to him as she slowly lowered her face from the warm rays and opened her eyes to look at him. 
“I gather from our hasty retreat that you know what’s going on?” he asked. 
“Well, I have a theory,” she continued. “Did you notice anything odd at breakfast?”
“I noticed a number of things; Yjifor had big bags under his eyes, C’wetel’s leg didn’t stop fidgeting under the table, and it seemed like Serena was keeping him calm by stroking his forearm. Ines has a runny nose, and Frederick was only able to talk between coughs.”
“Yes, I noticed those things as well. Did you see the hives on Seamus’ neck?”
“No, I didn’t. I did see him scratching though. What’s your theory?”
“Yesterday, at the farm, what did you notice there?”
“I’m still processing what happened yesterday. My father has never stood in my way at any time in my life, especially when it came to my children. I’m still angry at him for what he did.”
“Yes, you were indeed angry, and that’s not like you. I’ve seen you in some very difficult situations, and you’ve always kept your focus on whatever it was that you needed to do. In the decades that I’ve known you, that’s the first time I’ve seen you move to anger. I saw the look on your father’s face, and he was determined to keep you away from Laura and Miller. And why was your mother in the kitchen?”
“Good question. She’s always the first to greet people with open arms and a warm hug.”
“Did you notice how the twins reacted when Tixi approached them? It seemed like the closer she got, the more upset the three of them became. The twins reacted with upset tummies, and Tixi ran to her mother in tears. It was as if she didn’t know who they were, and she even asked who the woman in the kitchen was!”
“What are you saying? Are our bodies all somehow reacting to a traumatic event that hasn’t happened.”
“I’ve had a gassy tummy for two days now, and yes, I think that’s what I’m seeing. We both know the shedding of trauma moves through the body in different ways. Some people fall into depression and become lethargic; others can become chaotically energized and can do serious harm to themselves or others while they’re in that state. Everyone reacts differently because we’re all different. And when I hugged everyone—Reed! The things that I saw!”
“What do you mean?”
“When I hugged C’wetel I felt his grief at the loss of Serena, as if she had died on Licentia, and when I hugged Serena I felt nothing at all.”
“When I hugged Yjifor, I saw him with Will and Frederick. They were all chained to posts and facing a firing squad.”
“When I hugged Seamus, he was sitting in a chair being questioned, then brainwashed, and, finally, he ended up in a mining pit somewhere. C’wetel was with him!”
“Ines had deep feelings of grief as well, not just at the loss of Will, but also for Inmaius.” 
Clara continued, “On Mira, when I woke up so suddenly, I also had profound feelings of grief, but these were because I felt the loss of Thomas. I suspect Leea had similar feelings for Miller, given Tixi woke up screaming that Thomas and Miller were both gone.”
"Now that you mention it, Leea was already sitting up when Tixi’s screams woke me."
"And last night," Clara said with a trembling voice. “I also dreamt of Bill. He, Anar and their whole family were dead—poisoned. It was most upsetting.” 
“Clara, what are you saying,” Reed said as he moved to hug Clara. “You’re crying, why the tears? We’ve seen the boys, and they’re quite fine.” 
Yes, she nodded, acknowledging that the boys were fine. “It’s your mother,” she eventually said. 
“Has my mother upset you? What did she say to you while I was getting the luggage?”
“No, it’s not like that,” Clara said, wiping her eyes. “These are tears of joy, not sorrow. When I hugged your mother, it was like I was hugging my mother and my grandmother, and my grandmother's grandmother all the way up my matrilineal line. It was like a weight had somehow been lifted from my soul, and I was freed of its burden—a burden long forgotten and so deeply buried. I even heard someone say to me ‘welcome home’.”
Clara lifted the book she had been reading for the past couple of days from her lap, the one she pulled from her library on Mira, and showed it to Reed. “Aside from my Nan’s stories, this is the only thing that remains of my family. It’s very old and was passed down through the generations from my mother's side. I read it when I was young, and I was told by my Nan to keep it safe, because one day I might need the wisdom that it contained. I think that day has come, and I believe this book has allowed me to see what’s happening to us.”
“The Call of a Clarion,” Reed said as he read the title of the book. “—A—Clarion,” he repeated. “Interesting! My mom and dad would often talk about Clarion, and they would go there sometimes. I thought it was a planet, but this title suggests it’s a person or an aspect of a person like an ability or a skill. You know! When I was younger, we would often go to the National Art Gallery and there were two paintings that they would always want us to look at. I was told they were part of our ancestry and somehow related to Clarion. The Gallery is just around the corner. Perhaps we should find those paintings and have a fresh look at them.”
“Yes, I think we should,” said Clara.
:::
“Roxy, I’ve just got the nod from Christof that Mary’s awake and eager to see you,” Will said. 
“OH, yes, let’s go!” She said, putting down her second Max Decker romance novel after she had marked the page. While they were walking towards Chloe’s room, Roxanne turned to Will and said, “With such a handsome son, you must have a very beautiful wife. I can’t wait to meet her.”
“Roxy, did you just tell me I’m ugly?” Will quipped to his cousin. 
“No, silly goose!” she laughed. “What I should’ve said is that he doesn’t resemble anyone on our side, so he must take after hers.”
“Yes, he does. Apparently he has the looks and bearing of her father.”
“How does he get his eyes to twinkle like that?”
“Well, that’s a conversation for another day,” he said as he slowly opened Chloe’s door. 
Roxanne and Mary both paused while they took their time to look at each other. In the almost four decades that had passed since they last saw each other, they had both evolved from pigtails into mature women. Their hair was greying, their figures had changed and on both of their faces could be seen the wrinkles of the wisdom they both earned. Then, when they were ready, the tears of joy started to flow, and they ran with outstretched arms to each other. 
Will quietly closed the door and returned to Christof’s station. “Was that Rita and David I just saw leaving?” Will asked.
“Yes. We have a tube station at the farm and now that our two teams have been introduced, I can tell you who we are and who Thomas is,” Christof replied. 
:::
“I was a teenager the last time we came here. Mom and dad would always make a point of sitting Rio and me in front of this painting. She and Rio would look at the colors, while dad and I looked at the beautiful scenery,” Reed said while he and Clara sat on the bench in front of a large pastoral scene. 
“It’s beautiful, so full of life! The colors are extraordinary and the scene is so serene. The towering mountains with their snow peaks are beautifully painted. You can even see horses, deer and other animals forging in the gently billowing fields of grass. There are so many shades of green mixed with the pale yellows of the late summer colored vegetation. It makes me want to reach out and touch it. I love the ambling river that runs right through the middle of the valley with its many shades of blue and gentle waves of reflected sunlight. It’s truly remarkable. In some ways, it reminds me of our valley—Reed!” Clara gasped and grabbed his arm.
“What!” he replied.
“Look at the painting! I mean take a real good look at the painting.”
After a short while, Reed raised his eyebrows and blurted, “No, can’t be! Is this our valley?”
“I think it is, and it was painted, from where? The birthing pond?”
“No,” he said after a short while, “it was painted from Rio’s hut, which is not that far from the pond.”
“Yes, you’re right. Perhaps we should call over a Docent and ask about its providence.”
While Reed went looking for a Docent, Clara looked deeply into the painting and began to remember the stories her grandmother had told her. Her Nan was insistent that she pay attention to the stories and would often quiz her or ask her to repeat the stories to ensure she remembered them accurately. 
While she waited, Clara looked at her valley and saw the beauty that it once had, before the many wars left their scars.  
“Good morning, my name is Brenda, and I’m the Senior Docent here at the National Gallery. I gather you want to know the providence of this most exquisite landscape. Let me refresh my memory,” she said as she thumbed her way through her digital information pad.
“Yes, here it is! This is truly a stunning piece, and I see here it was gifted to the National Gallery at least a century ago. It came from the estate of a Petrof Manful.” When the Docent said that Clara and Reed looked at each other, “It’s called 'A Clarion’s Exile' and we believe it was painted by a woman who’s first name was Clarissa. We don’t know her last name, but you can see here she put her signature in the lower right corner.” When the Docent said that, Clara grabbed Reed’s arm, and they looked at each other again. 
As the Docent talked, Clara opened the front cover of her book and showed Reed a handwritten note by its original owner—her name was Clarissa and her signature matched that on the painting. 
“We don’t know where it was painted, and I’ve always thought it to be oddly named. Why would anyone name such a lovely pastoral setting about an exile? I personally would love to know where this valley is, and would love to banish myself there if I could. It seems like such a happy place, especially with the orange hues of the sun. The overall color palate is very warm, don’t you think?”
“There’s a second painting my parents loved, but I see it’s been moved. I believe it was called ‘Return to Wholeness’,” Reed said to the Docent. 
“I’m well acquainted with this painting. Let me see where we’ve moved it. Yes, here it is. It’s just around the corner. If you would follow me, please.”
:::
“Inmaius! I’m so glad to see you,” Ines said as she entered the lobby of the hotel and ran to give him a big hug. When she released her embrace, she stepped back and, a little confused, said, “Your not Inmaius—Will is that you?”
“In the flesh,” he said. “Thank you for confirming Inmaius is my son. I was beginning to worry.”
“Oh, stop it Will! You know very well he’s your son. Why the disguise?”
"Yes," he smiled as he pulled her towards him and continued their hug. "I know exactly where we were when our children were conceived. I remember every detail of those two nights—we were both, how shall I say it, very energized."
“Electric is the word I would use.” She whispered back, then looked around. “I think we’re alone.”
“I think you’re right. What did you have in mind?” Before she could answer, Ines grabbed his hand and started to pull him towards their room. With her other hand she began to unbutton and loosen her blouse. 
“Ambassador, what an uncharacteristic display you’re putting on and in such a public setting!” 
“Commodore, there’s no one here,” Ines giggled as she ran up the stairs and looked back at him. “Don’t we have a meeting scheduled?”
“Yes, I believe we do,” he said as he caught up with her on the top of the landing and picked her up in his arms. 
“Commodore! You haven’t picked me up like this in yea…” she giggled like a school girl. 
“Careful, my ego is very fragile,” he smirked.
“What! When did that happen? You’ll need to shed the disguise as it's dampening my mood.”
“Done!” he said as she opened the door, and he carried her across the threshold. When she closed the door, he threw his wig and false whiskers on the floor. 
:::
With the Docent sitting between Clara and Reed, the three looked at a portrait of two lovers who had just gotten married. The groom was holding his bride in his arms. The bliss that radiated from the canvas could not be accurately nor quickly described, so the three sat quietly looking at the painting taking in its energy.
“When I first joined the National Gallery, I would often take my breaks and sit in front of this painting. I would look at the joy in both their faces and imagine myself always wanting to feel that way. I would focus on their smiles and wish my partner in life would smile and look at me in the same way as this groom is looking at his bride,” Brenda said as she sighed. 
“Her dress is stunning and so expertly, delicately painted. You can see every thread of the fine pale pink lace, the pearl buttons and her cherry-colored shoes. It fits her so well, and the cheery blossoms in her beautifully pinned hair match the blossoms pinned to her groom's suit.”
“I’ve always thought his smile to be so captivating, so endearing, and if I was ever to stand before a man with this smile I would expect him to be very charming. The word swoon always comes to my mind whenever I’ve sat before this painting.” Brenda sighed again. 
Reed cleared his throat. “I gather it was painted by the same artist and has the same providence as the landscape?”
“Yes, it has,” the Docent said as she double-checked her tablet. “Given how long they’ve been in our collection, I’m glad they have them on display. It’s clearly a testament to their popularity and the skill of the artist—people love them.”
Clara cleared her throat. “Do you know who the two lovers are?”
“Let me see, yes! It says here that there’s a handwritten note on the back that says she’s Tixorra, and he is Tomi.”
“Thank you very much, Docent Brenda. I believe it’s time for us to leave,” Clara said to Reed, “We have another appointment.”
“My pleasure,” said Brenda, “I was glad to be of service and to become reacquainted with this lovely painting again. If you’ll excuse me.”
When the Docent left, Reed looked at Carla and whispered, “I hope you know what’s going on here because I’m very confused. That’s clearly a painting of Tixi and Thomas.”
“Yes, it is!” Carla answered, not taking her eyes from the canvas.
:::
After finishing a very quiet lunch and finding a private place to sit in the gallery’s expertly manicured sculpture garden, Carla began the conversation. “Tixorra is a very unusual name. What made you decide to call her that?”
“I’m not sure now. It must have come from the painting, as I’m sure my parents would have inquired into its providence. Perhaps the name fixed itself in my subconscious and as soon as Tixi was born I just knew it was her name. Leea liked it and that was that. What about Thomas?”
“The same thing happened to me when Thomas was born. Wayne wanted to name him after his brother, but I insisted he be called Thomas, so we compromised.”
“When I saw Thomas’ red hair, it reminded me of one of my Nan’s stories. She often told me stories of when she was a child, when her Nan’s brother would come to visit. He was a bit of a nomad and never settled himself in one place. He would wander the fringe taking odd jobs as he needed to. He was her elder brother, and he had an identical twin—they had red hair. Apparently the other twin relocated himself to Siris soon after they came to Mira, and no one ever saw him again.” 
“My Nan would love it when he visited. He would always bring her gifts, and tell stories of his adventures. I remember her telling me that he had the biggest smile and the saddest eyes. He was a big man. He never married nor had any children—at least that she knew of.”
“On his last visit, when he was quite old, he gave her the book of poems that I’m reading. He told her that everything she wanted to know about him, and their family was somehow buried in its pages. When she said goodbye to him, she didn’t realize it would be his last visit and nobody saw him again.”
“Apparently his younger sister, my Nan’s Nan, was a very good painter. Her name was Clarissa and his name was Tomi, his twin brother's name was Magnus.”
“Now I’m even more confused,” Reed said. “How is it our children are in a painting that might be a century and a half old, which was painted by a woman who could be a direct relation to you, and all of us are now living in the same valley that—what—she was exiled to? I think I need to speak to my parents.”
“I agree, but before you do, I need to tell you my theory on what's happening to us.” Clara said as she pulled Rio’s pendant from her blouse and looked closely at it. “I don’t know about you, but I started to feel better after I put this on.”
“Yes, me too.” Reed answered. “What’s your theory?”
“Do you remember when Serena was abducted and Rio told us about the tree of event probabilities?” Reed nodded. “And how her small shadow group was forbidden to discuss anything they saw on the timelines of this tree because knowledge of how the tree propagated could change its direction.” Reed nodded again. “I’m thinking your sister is a master arborist, and she’s steering the branches of these timelines and us along with them.”
“So you’re thinking the dreams people are having and how our bodies are reacting is part of this steering?”
“Exactly! I’m thinking the boys didn’t come back from Largus; Will, Yjifor and C’wetel didn’t return from Quies; Serena and Chloe died on Licentia; and Seamus and Frederick were taken away by the Bailiff and anyone else that was with them in the court because Chloe would have been dead.”
“I’m also thinking that after Rio steered the event branches, everyone survived until Chloe arrested the Chancellor. Everyone in the courtroom would have clearly seen that Bill was a hologram and, because he was the Victor of the Grand Challenge, someone would shirley have identified him. So, perhaps the Federation tried to poison his lily pond, but somehow that was thwarted as well. The last time I talked to Wayne, he told me he was relocating to Capitolum and that, just before the trial started, Will had placed everyone on Alpha-1 alert.”
“Wow! This is crazy. I knew my sister was powerful, but this was beyond any of my expectations. But I think you’re correct. Your theory makes a lot of sense and explains all this madness we're experiencing.”
"I also think, that somehow, your children and Thomas are at the center of what’s going on and perhaps are part of the steering. Aren't Inmaius, Miller and Laura members of Rio's shadow group? And I've often thought Thomas could read minds, although he's never mentioned it."
“Reed,” Clara cautioned, “if I'm correct, we can’t tell anyone about this nor attempt to interrupt what Rio is doing. We might do great damage to her plan and to our families.”
For the longest time they both sat looking into the space that was the sculpture garden, quietly thinking about what they had just talked about—neither of them took the time to consider any of the beautiful pieces of art that surrounded them.
“Tomi could easily be pronounced Tommy,” Clara eventually said. 
“Clarissa is Rio’s middle name,” Reed reflected. 
“My Nan’s Nan was called Clarissa. I was named after her. Everyone just calls me Clara and my Nan called him Uncle T. I remember my Nan telling me that the last time she saw him he seemed much smaller, more fragile and through his winkles she could see the tracks of his tears.”
“I have a distant relative called Petrof.”
“The author of the book and I presume the writer of the poems and songs was a woman called Tixorra. She had no last name. She dedicated the book to her lover—the one that looks for her in the stars.”
"If we hadn’t crash-landed in the valley during that dust storm, would we be sitting here today? If I recall, Rio was at the helm, and what was it she said to you in the cave the next morning—I am the waters you have been waiting for?" Clara nodded in agreement.
“If you hadn’t come to Mira, Thomas would never have been born.”
“If we hadn’t come to Mira we would either have been captured or died in an explosion. The twins and Tixi would never have been born nor the Animus brought back to life for that matter. Chloe didn't tell us she was pregnant until she began to show.”
"What I don't understand at this time," Clara said, "is Rio moving us away from a situation that was imposed upon us by the Federation's abduction of Serena, or is she correcting a series of events that happened a long time ago?"
"Good questions," Reed replied. "If she is truly a master arborist as you suggest, perhaps she's doing both." Clara nodded in agreement.
When they were ready, they agreed not to talk to anyone else about what they experienced that afternoon and decided to return to the hotel not knowing what they would encounter.
:::
“What a wonderful day we’ve had,” C’wetel said as he, Serena and Yjifor entered the lobby. “And Inmaius is here!”
When the three approached Ines and Will, who were both standing and whispering to each other, C’wetel put his arms out for a hug—then stopped.  
“You’re not Inmaius!” C’wetel said. 
“No, he’s Will,” Serena said, then gave Will a hug. “Why the disguise? And why is Ines making notes on that pad?”
“The arrest warrant is still in place, so I thought I would try a younger version of myself. What do you think?” Will said. 
“Well,” Serena said, “if you want to pass for Inmaius you’ll need to grow a bit taller. Everything else works though.” Looking over Ines’ shoulder, Serena could see rows and columns on the page that Ines was using to mark who and how many people would fall for the disguise. “If you’ve started a pool, count me in. So the rumors are false then?”
After a short time, while everyone on the terrace enjoyed the last hours of the day's sun and the company of those they knew so well, Seamus and Frederick entered the hotel. “Inmaius!” Seamus said, waiving to Will on the terrace.
“He’s not Inmaius, that’s Will!” Frederick piped up and smiled on his way to the terrace. “Nice to see you, Will. You look great. Where have you been and what’s up with the disguise?”
“Now that the Chancellor has gone missing, Marjory is Acting Chancellor and is working on rescinding Will’s arrest warrant,” Ines said. “Hopefully that will be soon.” Ines turned towards Will and whispered, “More people are coming in!” She grabbed her pad and, seated, he leaned into her so that they could lightly feign a whisper to each other.
“We made it and just in time for beverages on the terrace,” Wayne said to Jewela, Alex and Sally. 
“Who's that talking to Ines?” Sally said to the other three. “If I didn’t know better I’d say he was the Chief.” Wayne and Jewela looked at each other and laughed.
“Dad!” Jewela smiled as she put her arms out to hug Will. “So there’s no truth to the rumors then? Inmaius is going to be happy to hear this!”
“What! Does Inmaius also think I’m not his father?” Will said with furled eyebrows.
“No, not at all! He always knew you were his father, he just didn’t understand why anyone else didn’t see the similarities between you,” Serena answered.
“Here, I’ll take these to your room. Why don’t you join everyone on the terrace? I’ll come right down,” Leea said to Tixi as she grabbed the parcels Tixi was carrying. “I see Will is here.”
Feeling much more like her normal self, Tixi held her arms out to everyone in turn and gave them all hugs. “That disguise almost fooled me.” She said to Will. “Is that a pool you’ve started?”
When Clara and Reed entered the hotel, they both walked slowly into the lobby and looked at the loving crowd sitting at one big table on the terrace. They both stood and quietly watched the friendly banter as it slung itself from one end of the table to the other. 
When Wayne saw Clara, he stood and held his arms out to her. When Leea came down the stairs, she found her way into Reed’s arms. “How did it go today?” he whispered to Leea. 
“We had a wonderful day of shopping and exploring the City. I think she’s back to normal.” Reed nodded and deepened his hug. “Let’s hope so,” he said. 
With everyone seated and beverages in hand, Frederick, unable to contain his curiosity any longer, finally said, “Will! Where have you been, what have you been up to and why do you look twenty years younger?”
“I can’t tell you everything—that will come in time. What I can say is that Chloe is no longer under the watchful eye of the Izan. I’ve seen and talked to her, and she’s in a safe place. Serena and Frederick feel free to contact her. She and the Chancellor were extracted at the same time. The Chancellor was taken to an undisclosed location and will remain there until he is held accountable for his actions. Inmaius and Thomas are with him.” Will was cautioned by Christof not to discuss any of the extraction details nor who was involved in the operation, so he kept his update as general as he could. 
When the table erupted into great cheers, the Manful’s walked into the hotel. Miller and Laura joined everyone at the table while David and Rita checked them in and sorted the luggage. 
While Tixi gave her siblings a big hug, Clara cast a glance towards Reed and pointed his eyes to the pendants both Laura and Miller were wearing. 
When Rita and David joined the table and the final round of hugs began, Clara, with a smiling face, sat next to her handsome husband and gave him a loving kiss. 
“What’s that for?” Wayne whispered to Clara. 
“That’s just me saying all’s well in the world,” she answered.
As the day quickly turned to night, when the stars began to shine, when their bellies were full and when the stories became more exaggerated, Jewela said, “So mom, it looks like you indeed resigned your commission as a companion—with Inmaius actually being my brother and all.”
“Jewela stop it! You’re just as bad a tease as your father,” Ines smirked at Jewela. “In fact, I think your pilot's handle should be Teaser and,” Ines turned her full body to Alex, hand combed her hair, and with a seductive look and tone that she had so expertly cultivated over the years said, “yours should be called Hot Stuff!”
“Whoa!” the whole table erupted into giggles and belly laughs. 
“Chief, you better keep an eye on her,” Alex calmly quipped, then sat a little taller, took any wrinkles out of his clothes and focused his eyes on Ines. “I think she wants to come out of retirement.”
“If she does, she’ll need to face-off against a Grand Challenge finalist.” Will laughed, “I personally wouldn’t wish that on anyone.” Jewela threw a napkin at her father.
“Since most of us are here, why don’t we celebrate what’s left of this festival week with a night of song and dance. There’s a club not too far away that, apparently, has the best musicians and dance floor. What do you all say?”
As the night continued, with everyone looking forward to a celebratory evening the next night, the crowd began to separate themselves into smaller groups. Will found himself at a table with Jewela, Alex, Sally and Wayne discussing Serene Corp., Paluster and the coming distraction. 
Ines, Clara and Leea chatted amongst themselves. Reed, Frederick and Yjifor sat with Reed’s parents and the rest danced in the open space on the terrace. 
 
56 :: What is a Man ~ 
As Inmaius sat with Curtis and Max around their camp fire, he looked back at the tortured soul of his brother swinging in his hammock, a scene he had seen and experienced many times before. Thomas was gently rocking the hammock while he threw small stones into the stars hoping one of them would hit its mark and bring to him the song he longed to hear—a melody, a rhythm, a call from his lover as she sang her love to him threw the stars hoping her poem would find its way to him from wherever she was.
“Where are we?” Inmaius asked. “The stars are very different here. I don’t recognize any of the constellations, and it didn’t take us long to get here.”
“All I can say at this time is that we’re off planet. The Izan will never find us or Townsend here,” Curtis answered. “Carmen has done a good job moving you in the tube and you’re pretty much acclimatized to its frequencies. Your trips will soon seem almost instantaneous.” Inmaius raised his eyebrows and nodded when Curtis said this.
“This has just come for you,” Carmen said to Inmaius as she handed him an envelope from Rio. When he opened it he found two pendants that he and Thomas were to wear, and a handwritten note that included a poem. The note asked him to bring the poem to life through his lyre, and to be prepared to perform the song before a small audience in a couple of days. In bold letters she wrote that he was to keep what he was doing a secret from Thomas and to make sure Thomas learned the song and memorized the poem—all would become clear the next time she saw him. 
After Carmen handed Inmaius the note she sat on one side of her father while Max sat on the other side of him proof reading his latest transcript. Jim and Reg were playing chess not too far away and Townsend was secured in a cordoned off area on one side of the tube. From the fire everyone could see him pacing around, taking in his surroundings. His cell had one way glass which he could not see out of and blocked any outside sounds. He had a bed, a bathroom, and could precipitate any food, cloths or entertainment he wanted. In the event Townsend decided to end his life, special protocols were in place to dissolve any device or tool he might wish to use for such an event. For the first time in his life Townsend found himself to be very much alone, and everyone could see this unsettled him.
When Inmaius drew out his Lyre from his armband and began to prepare the song, Jim hastily stood up, raised his arms in the air then brought them down to slapped his thighs, then stomped his way to Inmaius.
“This has got to stop—Inmaius!” Jim said angrily. “These little stones he is flinging in the air are coming down on the chess board. It’s like he can read our minds and he’s ever so precisely taking out the pieces before we can move our hands to remove them. And when someone is just about to make a move that he objects to, the pebble either hits our hand or our head—and they hurt!”
When Jim said this a flung stone found its way perfectly into the center of Curtis’ beverage mug spewing its contents over anyone that was close by. 
“OK! OK!” Inmaius said holding his hands up in surrender. “I’ll have a talk with him—excuse me.”
:::
“Hey bud, what’s up?” Inmaius said as he moved to sit on the sand beside Thomas’ hammock. “Is there anything you want to talk about?”
Slowly Thomas rotated his legs to the same side of the hammock towards Inmaius. He then pulled himself upright and sat in the center rocking himself, all the while picking up any soggy tissues that had fallen, and waited for Inmaius to find a comfortable place to sit. 
When Inmaius was ready, Thomas sat beside him and didn’t talk. Eventually he laid on the ground in a fetal position and with bloodshot-swollen-puppy-dog eyes looked up at Inmaius and asked if he would hand comb his hair—just like how his mama Leea used to do.
“Really Thomas!” Inmaius said. “I thought we were beyond all that. You’re not a child anymore. Tixi has not forsaken you.”
“I was always able to hear her song in the stars but these stars are different—I can’t hear her here—I’ve lost her and without her I’m nothing—I’m doomed to wander the stars until I find her again.” He whispered moving his curled body a little closer to Inmaius’ lap. 
“Thomas you’re not nothing! You’re a man that’s having to adjust to an uncertain, very fluid situation that should resolve itself soon.”
“Yes, I’m a man,” Thomas said as his head tenderly found its way onto Inmaius’ lap. “But what is a man?”
“What do you mean—what is a man?” Inmaius asked surrendering to Thomas’ request and began to gently hand comb his hair.
“What is a man if he can’t look forward to spending his days and his nights with his other half?” Thomas whispered while he reached for a dry tissue to wipe his nose. 
“What is a man if he can’t sit behind his woman and help her bring their children into this world—to watch them, along side her, take their first breaths?”
“What is a man if he never changes a diaper, or learns the difference between a cry for help, or a cry for food, or a cry for attention?” 
“What is a man if he never gets the chance to wipe the sick from his child’s cloths after they have eaten too many of their Nan’s favorite cookies, especially the ones with chocolate chips and a little dab of raspberry on the top?”
“What is a man if he can’t sit in uncomfortably small chairs and drink air tea with his daughter while she tells him about her day?”
“What is a man if he can’t teach his son that slung pebbles ricochet differently off trees than they do off backsides?”
“What is a man if he doesn’t know the difference between a pigtail, a cornrow or a fulani braid, and can plait them on demand?”
“What is a man if he doesn’t teach his children how to read the stars, track the animals, or play Ludibundus.”
“What is a man if he can’t teach his children the common laws of nature and how to defend themselves against those that don’t have their best interests at heart.”
As Thomas’ rambling questions became slower and quieter, Inmaius saw that Thomas was calmer, ready to fall asleep. Inmaius then tenderly put Thomas’ pendant around his neck and did the same for himself. 
When Inmaius heard Thomas’ whisper his final words “What is a man?” he took his time to remove Thomas’ head from his lap then spread a blanket over him. He then sat in the hammock, resumed his lyre playing, and whispered to himself “Indeed—Thomas! What is a man?” all the while looking at Carmen who was nestled in the armpit of her father whilst she and the others, listened to Max recite his latest prose. 
As Imaius started to strum the lyre, he thought to himself, “What is a man if he never gets the chance to wipe the snotty drool from his best friends nose or hand comb his hair to sooth his broken heart?”

57 : a Moment of Clarity 
The next morning, while everyone was getting ready to attend their briefing and strategy session, Inmaius lingered outside Carmen’s tent. When she came out he lightly touched her forearm and asked if he could speak to her privately. Of course she nodded. 
“Carmen and Inmaius where are you? We’re ready to go!” Curtis called from the tube door. 
“We’ll be there in a second.” Carmen answered then turned to face Inmaius. 
“Carmen,” he began, “when this is over, I was wondering if I could ask you out on a date—if you felt I was worthy of your honor, of course.”
“A date!” she replied as she looked into his eyes. “I thought all male companions were confirmed bachelors. Don’t you guy’s sign some kind of oath or something to that effect?”
“No, those rumors are false.” He smiled as he answered her question. “I assure you we all have the choice to resign our commissions at anytime we wish.”
“And do you have such a wish—to resign that is?”
“I've already done so. Last night I had a moment of clarity, and while I’ll still lecture and be associated with the Academy, my days of accepting clients for union are over.”
“And if I don’t agree to this date, will you go back to accepting clients?”
Inmaius softly smiled in the most diplomantic manner he could muster and looked into her eyes, “No, I won’t. I’ll move forward with my safari business and be open to wherever the wind wishes to direct me.”
“Carmen! Inmaius! Get a move on or we’ll be late!,” Curtis yelled. 
The two stood looking at each other until Carmen finally said, “I’ll think about it—we need to go!” Inmaius nodded in agreement noting that she did not say no.
At the tube door everyone said goodby to Jim who had agreed to stay behind to keep an eye on Townsend. “I would love to go to the meeting but when I told Pam where I was she happily agreed to bring the kids—we’ll watch the fireworks from here.” Jim said just before the door closed. Everyone in the tube, except Inmaius and Thomas either smiled or laughed when Jim said this. 
Thomas thought to Inmaius, “Fireworks! What fireworks are they talking about?” Inmaius returned an unknowing shrug. 
:::
When the tube door opened at the back of the terrace, Curtis was the first out the door and greeted Will, Wayne, Sally, Jewela and Alex who were waiting for them to arrive. It was late morning on Siris and everyone else had gone out for a day of shopping or sightseeing. 
“So these are the tubes we’ve heard so much about?” Jewela said while she hugged her brother and rubbed her hand down Thomas’ arm acknowledging his presence. 
There were two tables set up close to the now dissolved tube and Carmen led Inmaius, Jewela and Alex to the smaller table while Thomas took the center place at the larger table. Curtis sat on one side of Thomas Max on the other. Wayne, Reg, and Will sat across from them. 
A second or two after everyone was seated with their food and beverages, a small tube opened up at the back of the terrace and from it came Christof. “Dad, I wasn’t expecting you today!” Curtis said.
“Son, we’ve all waited a long time for this day to come and I’m not going to miss any of it!” Christof said as he introduce himself to those he had yet to meet. He then sat at a small table away from the other two tables and resigned himself to watch, listen, and casually sip some tea. 
“OK,” Curtis said “let’s start with Alice. Alex, have you seen her lately?”
“Yes, I’ve seen her a lot lately, especially since I arrived on Siris. She infiltrates my dreams, sometimes I hear her speak to me and sometimes I think she is watching me when I leave the hotel. I’m not sure if those are planted visions or if it’s her in the flesh.”
“Excellent,” Curtis said, “Rio gave us her soul fingerprint and we’re tracking it. She has indeed been watching you in the flesh and right now she’s not too far away. We’re gently nudging her frequency but later today I suggest you and Jewela go for a long walk and let her know where we’re going tonight. I suspect she’s susceptible to jealously so have fun with it. Take this device with you—it’ll tell you where she is.”
“Yes, sir!” Jewela lightheartedly spoke up and saluted Curtis. “We’ll put on a flirtation the likes of which Siris has never seen before.” Then turned to Alex, kissed her fingers and planted them on his smiling lips. 
Will proudly smiled when he saw his daughter display her affection for Alex. While there were times he could see his mother’s sternest in Jewela, there were other times, when she let her hair down, that he could see she was just like her mother—free spirited, open to adventure and deeply loving. 
When Will first saw Ines, he had just landed the Ataraxia on a remote fringe planet and was walking the town looking for supplies. He saw her through a window of the local beer hall and she was playing poker with three men. She needed money and they wanted her—so she agreed to their request to remove an item of clothing whenever someone lost a hand. 
As he watched her through the window, he became captivated by her laugh, her smile and her gumption. He could clearly see that she was a good player and as the game progressed, she remained fully dressed while the other three eventually were reduced to their underclothes. When she won the final hand he was standing behind her and quickly, when the three men became angry, he forced his way in-between her and them. When she thanked him, grabbed her money, and fled, he spent the rest of his time on the planet looking for her. He eventually came across her again several planets later and being in need of transportation, she agreed to become a paying passenger on his ship. It was a negotiation neither had difficulty contracting. 
“Will! Will! Come back to the table,” Curtis said noting that Will was caught up in his thoughts and not paying attention. 
“Tonight, when everyone’s in place, we’ll leave the back door open for her to sneak into and when Alex or someone else notices her, that will be the signal to begin. Thomas, Sally and Reg will remain hidden in a tube at the back of the building and, by special request, Jewela will be joining you two for her extraction.” Curtis turned to Jewela and winked. 
“Before the extraction, Carmen, Jewela and Inmaius will be running interference between the various parties, and Inmaius—,” Curtis continued, “Alice might not know you and, who knows, you just might be her type of distraction until her true purpose shows up.”
“Will she come alone?” Wayne asked.
“Likely not, but we don’t know?” Curtis continued. “Max and Jim will be in disguise at the front of the building just incase we need to muscle anyone out of the way. When the distraction starts you’ll all need to wear these frequency canceling ear devices or you’ll get caught in the distraction.” Curtis then handed out the devices to everyone.
“Rio and Ted will be monitoring Alice and will jam her frequencies as she is bound to want to control her environment. We don’t know what to expect when this happens—she’s quite strong. Thomas you might need to pull her out of the club into the back lot.” Thomas nodded in acknowledgment. 
“Christof and I will be in the club circulating. Wayne and Will I suggest you watch us closely and manage your crowd accordingly. The band and all the other people in the club are ours and each of them is playing a roll in the extraction. Any questions?”
While Curtis answered questions, Thomas quietly sat moving his conscious thoughts through the hotel until he found Tixi’s room. As he slowly tuned into the furniture, the luggage and to her clothes hanging in the closet, his thoughts lightly touched one of her scarf’s and he imagined himself smelling it. When he did this her presence started to come back to him. With a burst of energy he began to feel her again and immediately jumped from his seat completely upsetting the table and hurling everything on it to the ground. He then yelled “Tixi!” and began to look around for her. 
As Christof casually drank his tea, he saw the terrace come to life. His son and grandson immediately grabbed Thomas and began to manhandle him to the back of the terrace. Reg quickly ushered Will and Wayne to stand with them as the others struggled to position Thomas. Neither Will nor Wayne knew what was happening. 
Christof then looked at his granddaughter just as she shrouded those at her table in a small tube. When the concierge ran to him and whispered in his ear, “Miss Manful the younger is just outside the hotel and running at full speed—sir.” Christof started to laugh and settled in to experience the show.
When Tixi ran into the lobby she immediately turned towards the terrace in time to lock eyes with Thomas just as he was being shrouded in a tube that encapsulated everyone standing around him. When the tube and Thomas along with it, vanished from sight she ran to the rock wall at the back of the terrace, moved her hands around—touching the stones—searching for her Tommy.
When she couldn’t find him she started to yell “Thomas! I know you’re there ! Thomas I can feel you. Thomas where are you?”
“What’s going on?” Inmaius asked, “Why are they keeping Thomas from Tixi and why are we in this tube?”
“They can’t see or hear us and all I can say at this time, is that this day, this event that is about to happen, has been a long time in coming.” Carman said as she stood next to Inmaius, Alex and Jewela as they all quietly witnessed what was happening on the terrace. 
Secured inside the tube, Curtis and Max released their grip and Thomas immediately rushed to the Tube’s now fully opaque glass and put his hands on it searching for Tixi. 
With Thomas behind the glass, and Tixi in front of the rock wall, when they eventually sensed each others presence as if they were standing in front of each other, they became still. “Ok, it’s time,” Christof said to Curtis. 
Curtis immediately adjusted the controls of the tube and isolated its signature from their surroundings. Thomas and Tixi both jumped back and cried “No!” realizing their connection had been severed.
With Reed running at full speed into the hotel, he looked around and saw Tixi crying,  standing at the back of the terrace. A little out of breath, he ran to his daughter and asked what had happened. “Dad! Thomas was just here and then he vanished. I don’t know where he went and I can’t sense him anymore. What’s happening?” Tixi cried into her fathers arms.
When Clara, Leea, Rita and David ran into the hotel everyone stopped in the lobby to assess the scene in front of them. They could see that Jewela and Alex were on the left side of the terrace, Tixi was crying into her fathers arms in the center, and there was a strange man drinking tea looking like he was having the best day of his life, in the right corner. Detecting no threat, Clara, Rita and David quickly walked into the terrace, Leea stayed in the lobby.
Behind the glass Thomas started to hyperventilate—he was confused, hurt and angry all at the same time. He pushed himself back from the glass, stood in the center of tube and yelled, “Tixi come back to me!,” into the stars hoping his words would find their way to her. 
When Thomas put all his confusion, and his raging passion into the energy of his words and into the energy of his conscious thoughts the tube began to rock. Slowly at first then quite vigorously as his energy traveled through the tube then out on its energy tether shaking every layer of the Aequi as if it was a pebble on a wind swept beach being tossed around by the stormy waters of the surf. 
Each and every sole connected to the Aequi would have felt its shaking to some degree. Those in the tubes and on the terrace felt the shifting energy like it was an earthquake, all braced themselves and waited for the tremors to subside. When they did, Tixi fainted into the arms of her father, Rita fainted into Davids arms, and Clara fainted into the arms of Christof. In a small park, just across the street from the hotel, Alice also fainted. 
When the smaller tube merged into the larger tube, Inmaius was holding Carmen in his arms and saw Thomas, out cold, on the floor, being looked at by the others. Jewela and Alex were left standing on the terrace in full sight of everyone else. 
:::
“Shit!” Reg said to Chrtis “How are we going to get him into the crystal light healing chamber! He must weight a ton! I’m to old for this!” he continued shaking his head while he look at Curtis. “I think it’s time for me to retire from field work and find something else to do.”
“There’s no need for alarm, I assure you they’re both quite alive,” Curtis looked at Wayne, then Will and Sally as the three looked down at Thomas then over towards Carmen. “Before we can leave, I’ll need to surround you three in a protective shield so that we can move through the ethers faster. This shield won’t harm you in anyway. It will keep you in your current frequency so that you don’t need to adjust to the tube’s frequency. It will also allow us to deliver you back quickly as we have a party to attend to tonight. Is this OK?” The three nodded in agreement. 
“Will, you’re almost acclimatized so your shield will wear off when your body has adjusted. Wayne and Sally you’ll need to remain shielded for the duration and since Inmaius and Thomas are fully acclimatized already—I won’t need to shield them. Oh, and there’s one side effect of the shield, you won’t be able to touch anything within an arms length of you, or sit down for that matter. The shield will repel anything that comes close to you. You’ll be normal in all other respects.”
“Here, this will help you move Thomas,” Inmaius said as he gently adjusted Carmen so that he could access his armband. When he pulled out a space-relatively pad Wayne moved to take it but got bounced back, so Inmaius gave it to Reg instead. “Place it under the center of his back and press this button.” Inmaius instructed. 
“Wow this is great.” Reg said as the pad expanded under Thomas and lifted his mass from the floor. “So do you guys have other technologies like this?” 
“Yes, we have a few gems hidden in our sleeves, even some I’m sure I’ve yet to be introduced to,” Will smiled too Reg then glanced at Inmaius. 
“Really! Does Serene Corp. have any openings for an ex-field operative?” 
“OK, we’re here,” Curtis said. “Reg take Thomas to the room, they’re holding it for him. Inmaius, follow Reg and he’ll show you where Carmen is to go.”
Standing outside the tube, Wayne and Sally looked around while Will described the pocket and the people working in it. Occasionally someone would come by and introduce themselves. When Inmaius came back to stand with them Chloe and Roxanne showed up at the same time. 
When Wayne and Sally moved to hug Chloe they got pushed back by their shields and had to be introduced too Roxanne from a distance. 
“Your cousin,” Inmaius said to his father, “and Chloe’s sister! That would mean Chloe is your cousin?”
“Yes, did we not mention it?” Will quipped knowing full-well neither he nor Chloe ever talked about their past—the time before the war.
“I’ve so wanted to meet you Inmaius, and I’ve heard you have a sister—I can’t wait to meet her as well. I hear she’s just like my auntie Mable, her grandmother.” Roxy said to her cousin once removed. “And there’s a party tonight! I haven’t been to a party in decades. Will, wait till you see my new dress…”
While those from Mira talked, tubes were showing up in rapid succession. Out of each was carried a woman who was quickly ushered into a healing chamber of come kind. Eventually a tube showed up with David carrying Rita, Reed carrying Tixi and Christof carrying Clara. When each of the women were taken into a healing chamber, David, Reed--who was also shielded, and Christof joined them. 
A short time later, after Carmen and Ella had joined them, Curtis announced that it was time for them to leave. Thomas would return with Reg when he was ready. He then asked if Wayne, Sally and Will would like to see where they were keeping Townsend. 
:::
“How are you feeling,” Rio said to Thomas as she stood at the threshold of crystal healing chamber. Thomas was sitting on the edge of the crystal bed looking around. 
“I’m a little groggy but otherwise fine.” he replied to her. “What happened Rio? I felt all my energy just drain out of me.”
Slowly closing the door behind her, she came to stand next to Thomas and said, “Do you remember when I told you about the branches of event probability, the ones that propagate out as a community manifests its choices?” He nodded a yes. “Well, one of our steering tasks was to correct one of those branches. It was an old branch that had fused itself onto another in a way that it should have never been attached too.”
“What you did,” she continued, “when you focused your conscious intention into the stars—how should I say this—you broke the old branch away from its trunk and it’s now free to find a new path. The energy that came from your soul also drew the energy of the Animus with it and, I must say, it was quite a blast. The only thing holding this branch to the tree is a thin tether of energy that is flowing from the very center of Mira herself, through your connection to the Animus.”
“I’ve spoken with the Grand Clarion and she’s beyond ecstatic with what you’ve accomplished. All the First House Clarions are having to re-modulate themselves. They’re the ones that will heal the fracture and move all the life in the limb into a more balanced state, until everything adjusts to the new direction and frequencies. The council of Grand-Mothers will be very busy in the coming cycles, but it’s not over yet.” She said looking at him. 
“Our most important task will be capturing Alice tonight at the dance. Without her the Grand-Mothers might not be able to do what they need to do. Thomas—Alice is very strong and the only one that has the ability to neutralize her is you. When you bear hug her tonight, your frequencies will eventually negate hers, then, and only then, will we be able place her in a shield. She will struggle, lash out and likely subject you to hallucinations, so be prepared.” He nodded. 
“All your Grand Challenge skills are going to be put to the test tonight, as will your love for Tixi. Focus on that love and don’t let Alice take it from you. And before you ask, we have been keeping Tixi away from you. The Grand Clarion needed to know how strong your love was for her and how strong her love was for you. An opportunity to make such a big correction in an event branch is almost unheard of and it all happened because of your love.” Thomas began to tear at the thought of how much he missed Tixi. 
When Rio finished talking, he nodded that he understood his role in bring Alice in then asked, “Who are the First House Clarions, and when will I be able to see Tixi again.” 
“You’ll be able to see Tixi again after we’ve secured Alice—we can’t have you distracted and we need you to re-harness the power that rocked the Aequi. If she comes to the dance tonight you’ll need to resist her pull—channel that desire into capturing Alice.” Thomas nodded again. 
“And as for who the First House Clarions are, I have a surprise for you.” Rio said as she opened the healing room door and he saw his mother standing out front waiting to see him. 
:::
“What happening!” a street beggar said to the control room. “It feels like we’re in the middle of an earthquake. Our target is down! She looks like she’s fainted. What do you want us to do?”
“Stand bye and monitor the situation, the big guy will be here soon. The tremors will subside as soon as we get him on the crystal bed.” The control room said.
“Oh, wait, several people have come to help her…I think we might have company tonight. There are two of them, both are fit looking men and they’re keeping a close eye on their surroundings.” The street beggar said. “Wait! Mrs. Manful just walked past us. Should one of us keep an eye on her.”
“Affirmative, one of you needs to follow her until I can find someone to relieve you, then return to watching Alice. The big guy just arrived, I’ve got to go!” 
One of the beggars left then returned about 10 minutes later. About thirty minutes after that the two street beggars could see that Alice had fully recovered and was watching the lobby doors attentively. 
When Jewela and Alex came out of the lobby, they stopped in front of the hotel and began their affectionate theatrics knowing full well Alice was across the street in the park. They then crossed the road, put on another display in front of Alice and let the bushes that hid her well, know where the party was going to be held that night. 
As they walked up the street and started to turn the corner, they knew Alice was following them. Jewela wrapped one of Alex’s arms around her and asked, “So!, what are you thinking for tonight a slap across the face, a punch in the gut, or a kick in the groin?”
“Jewela!” he laughed and hugged her so that everyone on the street and Alice could see them. He then exaggerated a laugh and whispered, “Why do you always ask me if I want a kick in the groin. You know very well I’m not going to choose that option so stop asking me.” He then bent down and gave Jewela a kiss. “And I’m thinking you’ll need to conserve your energy for Alice, so a punch in the gut is out as well.”
“OK!” Jewela said as they continued their flirtatious stroll, “A slap it is!”

58 :: “Are we ready to go!”  
Curtis said to everyone. “Sally’s going to meet us there.”
With everyone assembling in front of the tube, Inmaius couldn’t take his eyes off Carmen. Her aura was different—he thought—it was sparkling in a completely different manner yet she seemed to be the same person. When he looked at her more closely, he could see she was wearing the same orange-saffron colored dress that she had worn the first time they met in myst. This time she wore a leather bomber jacket around her shoulders that looked like it was military issue, and a pair of deeply orange almost rust colored cowgirl boots on her feet. Her hair was loose and pinned back with some local flowers braided in-between the pins. He even thought she smelt different in a very subtle way.
He, along with almost everyone else, decided to wear cowboy casual—jeans, checked shirt, skirt or dress, with suitable jewelry, and a pair of cowboy boots. 
Thomas and Inmaius were the first in the tube and stood at the back, behind everyone they were scheduled to pick-up. As soon as the door of the tube closed it seemed to immediately open again and new people got on. Most people were wearing dancing cloths, others came with musical instruments and anyone scheduled for outside security was dressed as beggars. 
With pickup after pickup, Inmaius and Thomas kept wanting to move backwards to allow more people in, only to realize the tube was self-expanding and they didn’t need to move. Everyone made a point of saying hello to Thomas and nodding towards Inmaius. “You seem to have made quite an impression on everyone,” Inmaius thought to Thomas as Thomas raised his eyebrows and nodded back to him.
“Ella, I’m glad you decide to come!” Carmen said as she moved to hug her sister. 
“Well, you know I don’t like field work, but I felt a night of dancing calling to me. Especially after that reset today.” Ella then looked at her sister. “That was quite the experience.” Both ladies lifted their eyebrows and nodded to each other. “Indeed it was,” Carmen whispered back then winked at her sister. 
“You do know this is a country dance tonight!” Carmen said as she took a second look at her sisters black and white formal dance wear and saw that she was wearing her favorite dancing shoes with her black hair pinned in a way that she wasn’t familiar with. 
“Do you like my hair this way,” Ella said. “Roxy helped me with it.”
“Ok, we’re here, everyone take your places.” Curtis said as the tube materialized in the back lot of the club. When everyone was out, Sally entered the tube where she, Thomas and Reg were to remain until it was time to grab Alice. 
:::
“We’re just about ready to go.” Reed said as everyone but Leea and Miller were assembled in the lobby. “Where are those two—they’re always the last to be ready.”
Miller was the first to arrive. He was wearing black slacks with a matching suite jacket, a crisp white collared shirt and on his feet were mirror polished black patent leather shoes. His short black hair was recently cut with every one of the hairs in his long bangs expertly positioned. 
“You look like you’re going to a funeral,” Laura laughed as she greeted her brother.
“No, I think he’s dressed for the opera,” Tixi giggled, feeling much like her normal self after her time in the crystal healing chamber.
“Perhaps he’s going to a job interview—I mean he’s going to be 30 soon and I’m just saying…your mother and I are looking forward to having an empty house one day.” Reed laughed then slapped his son on the back. “You look great son, just ignore them.”
When Leea came down they all quickly left the hotel and headed for the club.
“Sorry I was late. My walk lasted longer than I thought it would.” Leea whispered to Reed then looked at her son. “Has somebody died.”
:::
The club was not too far from the hotel, in an isolated area away from the bustle of the more popular dance clubs and tourist areas. It was the last night of festival week, and everyone was out to celebrate, to take in the closing ceremonies and the professionally choreographed fireworks. 
Those from Mira sat at a couple of tables reserved for them close to the door while everyone else sat at the many tables that surrounded the dance floor. The band played from a raised platform and the dance floor was full of cowboys and cowgirls whooping, hollering and following the dance instruction from the lead singer. 
Will and Wayne positioned themselves at the table so as to be able to see, and access quickly both the side and back doors should they be needed to respond to anything during the extraction. When Christof came in with Roxanne, Rita and David, Will immediately jumped up to introduce Roxanne to everyone that she hadn’t already met. With the Izan still looking for Chloe, everyone agreed she should stay in the command pocket. 
:::
While those in the tube waited for Alice, Thomas prepared himself by alternating between cycles of meditation and physical stretches; Reg spent his time asking Sally what it was like to live in Capitolium and to work at Serene Corp.
:::
“Your cousin’s quite the dancer,” Yjifor said to Will when the evening was in full swing and as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “Tell me, do I see an operation happening here?”
Before Will could say anything Yjifor continued, “Let me guess, there are two groups here. Those of us from Mira and a second group which I don’t know. I suspect the older man Christof, I believe is his name, is their commanding officer, and his son Curtis is managing the logistics.” Will raised an eyebrow but did not say anything. 
“I also see Inmaius and that lovely woman in the orange dress trying to avoid each other until a song is played that will bring them together for short periods so they can talk. Jewela and Alex conveniently dance with each of them or stay close to them and they all talk when they can.” 
Before Will could respond, Yjifor continued, “I can see you and Wayne are strategically positioned to access both the side and back doors, and that the only unfilled table in this whole club is hidden behind those bales of hay and those tall stems of grass. I’ve noticed Inmaius, Alex and Jewela like to hang out there. Alex appears to be drinking a lot but personally I think it’s just water.”
“There are two guards dressed like beggars positioned in the front and I can’t get close to the back door without someone blocking, distracting or pulling me on to the dance floor.”
“The band is also playing in cycles starting first with line dancing, then the two step, the cha-cha and finally the waltz—it’s as if the band is signaling the crowd in some way. I have to say, that Ella is a wonderful waltzer.”
“So what is this!” Yjifor turned to look at Will. “Are you expecting Alice to show up here tonight. She’d be a fool if she did.”
“Yes, we are and she’s on her way. When the distraction starts, put this in your ear and enjoy the show.” Will said to Yjifor then slapped him on the back. “I thought you might notice.”
:::
“Laura do you notice anything different about tonight.” Miller said to her. “The band is playing in cycles and those not from Mira are dancing in patterns. First it’s the guys with white cowboy hats and the gals with frilly skirts; then it’s the guys with the black hats and the gals with the frilly dresses; then they mix it up in a way that repeats a continual series of patterns to match the music.”
“Yes, I’ve also notice this,” Laura replied. “Is Inmaius avoiding you! Because he’s certainly avoiding me. And where is Thomas! Tixi hasn’t danced all night. She’s just sitting there with mom and mama Clare in-between their dancing.” 
“Yes, he’s avoiding me as well. Jewela and Alex are running interference for him.” Miller replied. “And why do they have a grand piano on the stage?” 
“Curtis just asked me if we would perform a duet, something engaging he said—classical.”
“Well, I’m glad I wore my opera outfit.” He said to Laura as they both laughed. “Classical, that seems odd for tonight. Did he suggest anything? And why is everyone calling the tremor we had today an earthquake? Something obviously shook the Aequi.”
“I agree, the Aequi was indeed shaken today—all 12 torus fields I believe. And where did everyone disappear to this afternoon. I couldn’t find dad, mom or Tixi anywhere. Grama and Grandpa were also missing.”
“And why can’t either of us remember anything the day before we woke up at the farm. It’s very strange, just like our dreams. Have you talked to Rio lately?” He asked. 
“No, that’s strange as well. Is she also avoiding us?”
After a short while, while both were watching the line dancers perform their scheduled sequence of steps in keeping with the patterned choreography,  Laura continued, “That raven haired beauty over there, keeps looking at you.” Laura whispered to Miller referring to Ella. “She might just be your type. She’s a brilliant dancer and moves with the grace of a ballerina.”
Miller raised his eyebrows and spoke softly, “Yes, she just might be, but every time I move to ask her for a dance someone redirects me. It’s really quite annoying.”

59 ::: a Dance for the Ages 
“Ladies and Gentlemen, may I have your attention please.” Curtis said. “The Manful twins have agreed to sing one of their captivating duets for us while the band takes a break. Please take a seat and rest your tired feet.” While some of the band members began setting-up the piano and anything else the twins might need, Curtis lead Laura and Miller to the stage, and everyone took their seats.
Yjifor looked at Will and, when he got the nod, Yjifor decided to take the seat next to Will’s. Discreetly Will, Yjifor, Wayne and, along with many others, put the small devices they were given earlier into their ears.   
“I gather Alice is close?” Yjifor whispered to Will who nodded in agreement and let him know that the twins were about to unknowingly draw her in. 
With Miller at the piano and Laura standing, the two began. They decided to play one of Miller’s favorite opera songs, one that told the story of a damsel’s distress while she watched her lover slowly sail away knowing she would likely never see him again.
With the skill of a seasoned concert pianist Miller modulated the rhythm of the sound coming from the piano to synchronize with and amplify the sound of the words sung by Laura. 
As Laura broadcast into the ethers the story of a damsel’s heart break, the audience became still, at first the only sounds heard were discrete sniffles coming from Tixi as she reached for tissue after tissue. It was a performance that would honor any of the fine music or opera houses on Siris. 
Curtis kept his eye’s on his daughters and saw that they were both enraptured by the song. What Curtis could not see, was that his son Max, dressed as a beggar, was outside standing in front of a window looking at Laura. He was as equally enraptured as his sisters. 
As soon as Max looked at Laura she sensed his presence. On reflex she turned herself and began to sing to the beggar who was somehow calling to her from the street. As she sang into the beggars soul, she poured the damsel’s heartbreak out to him. In partnership with every key on the grand piano, Laura and Miller sang about the drama of her lost love all the while modulating the crowd into a deep, contemplative stillness that moved everyone’s emotional centers. Soon more sniffles were heard throughout the room as the audience wiped their tears or sat in serene contemplation. 
On the other side of the glass Max didn’t move his eyes from Laura’s as he absorbed the emotion and felt the rhythm of that heartbreak as it worked its way into the very being of his soul.
Also feeling the emotion of that unrequited love, Alice with her two bodyguards, had no difficulty slipping past the beggar looking in the window at front of the building and went quickly to the back lot. When the two guards hid themselves in the bushes, Alice found her way through the unlocked back door and quietly sat at an empty table in the corner nicely hidden by hay and grass. 
About half way through the song, Jewela and Alex got the signal to begin. She started to fuss and he began to slur his words. They argued, quietly at first then as the song was coming to a close she, in a frustrated tone, stood up, told him that she had had enough of him and that she was finally done with their relationship. 
When the song ended, Jewela and Alex were standing in full view and had the attention of everyone. When Jewela started to walk away he grabbed her arm and pleaded with her to stay. When his begging became too much, she recoiled, turned to face him and forcefully slapped him across the face. 
The smack was so loud it could be easily heard by everyone in the club. Alex spilt the drink he was holding on his shirt then fell back to be conveniently caught by Inmaius. Jewela then ran to Alex, pointer her finger down at him then told him never to contact her again. She also told him that he should have never have left the Federation and that she was tired of being in a relationship where she took second place to his ex. 
When she turned and promptly ran through the side door out of the club, Inmaius picked Alex up and asked the lady sitting by herself at the back of the club, if he could sit with her until he calms down. She nodded that this would be fine.
Those from Mira who had spent anytime traveling with Inmaius knew what Alex and Jewela were up to. During their intelligence gathering missions they would have seen this behavior and participated in it many times. Those that did not know what was going on were either confused or stunned. 
Miller seeing the drama play out before the stage, knew exactly what had happened but he did not know why it was happening. Laura did not pay any attention to the theatrics because all she could think about was the beggar behind the glass who was watching her so intently. As soon as she could she ran from the stage and like Jewela ran out the side door. 
“What can I say,” Curtis said as he put his arm around Millers shoulder and with purpose guided him back to the front of the stage. “Lets have a big hand for the Manful’s.” When the clapping stopped the band was again set up and Curtis freed his grip on Miller. 
:::
“—Max!—MAX!—snap out of it man!” Jim yelled. “It’s on! Jewela’s getting ready in the tube and we need to deal with the two goons.”
“Yes—yes, of course,” Max said when the song ended. He took a moment to wipe his eyes and shake his head, then headed towards the back of the building. 
When he got to the side door, through the glass, he could see Laura running towards him just as he began to hear noises coming from the back lot. When she burst through the door, stood before him, and looked into his eyes, all he could think about was protecting her. When he bear hugged her and wrapped his beggar cloak around them, he positioned both of them next to the wall not sure what to do next.
:::
“Reg!—some help here! I don’t know where Max is.” Reg looked at Sally and the two ran from the tube prepared to assist Jim in subduing the two goons. 
Jewela and Thomas watched the fight outside while they waited inside the tube for the signal.
:::
“Alice!” Alex slurred. “What are you doing here? I’m so glad to see you.” 
Hearing noises coming from the back lot, when Alice turned to look out the door Alex promptly grabbed her hands and pulled her towards him. “I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately and I miss you. I should never have left the Federation,” Alex continued trying to hold his inebriated body in a less limp manner. “These people are amateurs and don’t get me started with that…you never treated me the way she does!”
:::
When Miller came from behind the stage, Carmen grabbed his hands and dragged him onto the dance floor. “We haven’t danced yet,” she said to him. “My name is Carmen. What a lovely performance you and Laura put on for us. There’s nothing like the drama of an opera to still our hearts.” 
Knowing that this was more theatrics Miller beamed a smile, thanked her for her kind words, accepted the invitation to dance and saw that Inmaius was conveniently dancing with the raven haired ballerina. He also noticed that the band had changed up their pattern and different combinations of the other people were dancing around him. 
:::
“Alex, I’ve been thinking a lot about you as well,” said Alice as she began to notice his grip become a little tighter. “I lost contact with you and after all this time what a coincidence we both end up here, listening to this lovely music.” 
When Alice started to move her arms away from his hands, she felt his grip get stronger, then looked into his eyes, “You bastard!” she yelled and started to squirm out of his talons. 
Watching them closely Curtis gave Jewela and Thomas the signal, Wayne went to block the side door and the music changed. Miller began to laugh and adjusted his dancing accordingly noticing Inmaius had moved the raven haired beauty a little closer to him and Carmen.
:::
Hearing what was clearly a physical battle happening outside her cloaked space, Laura turned her body into the safety of the beggars chest, and covered her ears with her hands. He wrapped the cloak tightly around them, shielding her from the noise and put himself on alert for any potential harm that might come their way. 
:::
Dodging the kicks and smacks, Thomas ran into the club, bear hugged Alice and forcefully carried her outside into the center of the back lot where Jewela was waiting. 
:::
When the music changed again, Miller and Ella were both flung from their partners into each others arms. When they both recovered from the abruptness of the fling, the music changed. They looked into each others eyes and slowly took up their dance positions. With perfect form, Miller held Ella while they waltzed around the dance floor. 
:::
“Jewela, she’s very strong! Bind my hands like you did when you strapped me to that tree.” Thomas yelled. With one of the lasso’s she had tied to her waist, Jewela did as she was asked all the while having to listen to Alice spew her hatred. 
“You mongrel bitch! Get away from me or I’m going to burn your house down.” Alice screamed then spit into Jewela’s face just as Jewela was tightening the last knot of the lasso leather around Thomas’ wrists.
“She’s firing up.” Thomas yelled. “Snap the sparks before they catch or she’ll burn us all to the ground!”
When Thomas and Jewela synchronized their telepathy, she could see the sparks start to form in Alice’s aura and readied her lasso’s. With a lasso in her right hand and another in her left, Jewela snapped the energy out of the growing bubbles as fast as Alice could produce them. As Alice became angrier the bubbles of energy started coming out of her faster and Jewela struggled to keep up. When a spark ignited Jewela called Inmaius and Carmen for help. 
While Jewela rotated around Thomas and Alice, snapping sparks; Carmen and Inmaius put out fires; Reg, Jim and Sally fought the goons; and, Laura began to snuggle deeply into the warm set of arms.
:::
While a vortex of energy was forming in the back lot, another one was emerging on the dance floor. The other dancers had moved off the floor and everyone stood back to watch Ella and Miller command the room. 
Everyone with an ear piece heard Curtis say, “keep the waltz going—we need more time.”
:::
As soon as Thomas came out of the tube, Tixi sensed that he was there. Searching, but not seeing him anywhere in the club, eventually she went to stand by the back door and saw that he had bear hugged Alice and that Jewela was tying him to her. 
When she looked like she was about to run out the back door Clara and Rio quickly moved in front of her, blocking her from the door. 
“Thomas, needs me, let me out!” Tixi said to Rio and her mama Clara. 
“Tixi, darling you need to be very brave.” Rio calmly said to her. “Thomas does need you but not out there. He needs you in here where you’re safe.”
“And more importantly, he needs you here,” Clara said, as she put one of her hands on Tixi’s heart. “Sing to him. The way you used to sing to me when he went away.”
With tears in her eyes she looked at both Clara and Rio. “Sing to him?” she asked. 
“Yes—let me start,” said Clara. “The stars sing the song of my soul…” Clara began, urging Tixi to continue. 
Unsure, Tixi timidly conceded. She started slowly then as the intensity of what she was seeing outside increased so did the power and the modulation of her voice. 
“The stars sing the song of my soul. My Tommy, look to the stars to feel the song of our love…”
Eventually she saw Thomas stand taller and lift his eyes to the sky. 
:::
When Thomas looked to the stars he sensed Tixi’s presence and remembered what Rio had told him. As he drew on all his Grand Challenge training, Thomas focused his conscious thoughts into the stars and began to absorb Tixi’s love. With each breath he drew more of her energy in and with each exhale and began to push his energy out through Alice. 
As the tornado of the push—pull energies outside the club intensified, so did the tornado of energy inside the club intensify, as Miller and Ella put on a performance that neither of them had experienced before. 
With her eyes closed, Ella glided her body above the floor with the sure-footed lightness of a feather being billowed by a gentle breeze. Miller wrapped himself in their swirling vortex and yearned for her breath. 
As the sounds of the smacks and punches, and the smell of the many fires around them lessened, Max and Laura settled into a familiar place.
:::
When Tixi’s song ended, Alice fainted, Thomas staggered backward and fell flat on the ground where he waited, out of breath, for someone to untie Alice and shield her.  
:::
When Tixi’s song ended Max leaned into Laura, smelled her hair and wrapped his arms around her even tighter. When he said to her that ‘she had the voice of an angel and that she smelt like the morning dew as its fragrance yearned to kiss the awakening rose petals…’, she recoiled, pushed herself back, looked him in the eye and said, “No you don’t buster, I can defend myself!” then proceeded to slap him on the face, punch him in the gut, and kick him in the groin—which was described by Yjifor in his essential-defensive-moves-for-women class as being the full monty.
Stunned, Max could do nothing but double over and slowly ease himself to the ground. 
It didn’t take long for Laura to be horrified by what she had done, but despite the fact that he had the warmest arms and the most beautiful shade of blue eyes, she didn’t know what to do nor who this beggar man was.
So Laura just stood there looking at this poor man doubled over in pain until someone said, “Ma’am, excuse us. Hey bud! Where have you been? You missed the party. Come lets get you home. Sally can we have one of those expandable pads, this guy is almost as big as the other one.”
Speechless, Laura watched Sally and two men she didn’t know take the beggar away. When they were all gone she looked down and slowly picked up one of his shoes. 
:::
When Tixi’s song ended, everyone continued to watch Miller twirl Ella around the dance floor. They were both completely obvious to the fact that the band had wrapped up the song and were now putting away their instruments. 
Not able to wait any longer, Carmen ran from the tube into the club, grabbed her sister by the hand and woman-handled her off the dance floor. “We’ve got to go, NOW!” Carmen whispered to her as she rushed her sister out the side door. 
After they passed Laura, the two disappeared into the back of the lot, and Laura went into the club. The club was empty of all non Mira people, and the only person on the dance floor was her brother—breathing heavily and holding a woman’s dance shoe in one of his hands.
:::
When Tixi’s song ended, Rio gave Tixi a big hug, told her that she was very brave and that she and mama Clara had a surprise for her. When Tixi dried her eyes and agreed to go with them, she saw that the back lot was empty and her Thomas was gone. 
:::
When Tixi’s song ended, Christof sat back in his chair, finished the last of his beverage and when the club was empty, he locked up and went home.

60 :: a new Direction 
“How are you feeling today?” Inmaius said to Thomas while they sat in front of the yet to be lit campfire. With Alice and Townsend each contained in their own tubes, Curtis, Carmen, Jim and Reg had yet to emerge from their tents. “That was quite the dance last night! Max hasn’t returned yet, what happened to him?”
As Inmaius softly strummed his lyre, Thomas relaxed into its soothing melody and said, “I feel almost back to normal. That struggle with Alice took everything out of me. I’m glad Rio prepared me. Did you get burnt?”
After a short while Thomas spoke again, “I don’t know what happened to Max. After I came out of the crystal healing room everyone was tending to him and Reg was waiting to bring me back to camp. Apparently he got in a fight with someone called Full Monty—I’m not sure—I was still a little groggy and had difficulty hearing what everyone was saying. Seems like a very odd name to me. Do you know what they’re going to do with Alice and Townsend?”
“My clothes singed in a few places, and I think my hair will need a trimming, but otherwise Carmen and I survived without injury. If it wasn’t for Jewela’s skill with the lasso, the whole block would have spontaneously combusted. I think the sound of the snapping leather, and the flying embers, where camouflaged by the fireworks. When did Rio say you could see Tixi?”
“I doubt anyone inside heard what was happening outside given how loud the music was. All I dreamt about last night was hearing Tixi sing to me—the way she did when we camped with our dad’s. It was so beautiful. Rio didn’t say—I hope it’s soon. How much longer to you think we’ll be here?”
“Apparently Alice’s two friends were stripped, blind folded and taken to that desert area we dropped into. Jim left them there with some water and a means to cut their bindings. Apparently it will take them sometime to reach the Izan base. Curtis told me last night that he and Jim will be taking Alice to the Council of Grand-Mothers, where she’ll be held accountable for her behavior.”
“And she should be,” Thomas said. “What are you working on?”
“Thomas, I haven’t told anyone from Mira this yet, but I resigned my commission as a Companion. I did this last night and I am hoping we could start up a safari business. I’ll still have my contacts and, quite frankly, I did much more safariing and intelligence gathering than client work. I’ll still be associated with the Academy of course.”
“I’m working on two songs at the moment. This one was requested by Rio and she’s given me two days to put a melody to these lyrics.” As Inmaius tossed the poem to Thomas he continued, “Can you help me work through the song?—It’s quite complex!”
“You know very well I’m not a good singer. Does Carmen know you resigned?”
“I had a moment of clarity last night and yes, I told her just before we left yesterday. I’ve even asked her out on a date.”
“A date! So that’s why we were almost late yesterday. So, I take it, you’ve rescinded your oath of bachelorhood?”
Laughing, Inmaius said, “And you know very well that that’s just a rumor. There’s nothing wrong with your singing voice! I think your rich deep timber would be perfect for this song as it seems ideally suited to an opera. With me singing the higher notes, we’ll be able to match the G2—A3 range on the lyre—so what do you say? It looks like we have a couple more days here and it will give us something to do.”
“What if Carmen refuses your invitation, will you go back to companioning?”
“While I’ll be very disappointed—no I won’t. I feel those days are behind me and it’s time for me to look forward, to find a new direction. Perhaps this is a consequence of the steering the Grand Clarion warned us about.”
While the two sat quietly they could hear the early sounds of the others waking up. 
“The consequences of steering,” Thomas said contemplatively. “You find love and I loose it. How is this fair Inmaius?” Thomas then slumped onto the ground, pulled himself into a fetal position, and began to pull tissues from his armband.
:::
“How’s everyone feeling today.” Will said smiling to everyone at the breakfast table. “That was quite a dance last night! Laura and Miller even came home with souvenirs!”
“Does anyone know the name of the woman this dance shoe belongs to?” Miller asked as he held up Ella’s shoe. 
While Leea and Reed, glanced a smile at each other, Rita, David or anybody else at the table who knew who Ella was did not answer his question. 
“Does anyone know who this shoe belongs to?” Laura then asked suspecting she would get the same response. When her suspicions were confirmed Miller and Laura became quiet and began to telepathically talk to each other. 
“What are they up too? Have you looked forward into your timeline lately?” Miller thought to Laura.
“Yes—I’ve tried several times and it’s just a big fog.” she replied.
“Mine too. What do you think that means and why can’t we contact Rio. Is your comm working?”
“I think my comm stopped working the day I fainted at the Music Hall. Where were you when this happened?”
“I was on Largus and we were getting ready to explore the volcano. That’s the last thing I remember. Do you think we fainted at the same time?”
“Lets do the math!” Laura said looking into Millers eyes while they set their minds to calculating the astrophysics of the two rotating planetary bodies that were Largus and Siris.
“Yes! We did faint at exactly the same time and neither of us can remember anything until we woke up at the farm. What do you think happened, because no-one is saying a word to us. And why are Thomas and Inmaius spending so much time with Rio, but we’re not?” Miller said. 
“Rio’s time shifting us!” They both with wide-eyes thought to each other at the same time. “and somehow we’re not to know or be apart of it!”
“Do you think we caused it?” Laura thought to Miller. “I think we should go for a meditation and find out—we’ll need to find a comfortable place so that we can go deeply into the Aequi and figure out what’s been happening.”
Miller cleared his throat and said to his parents, “Would either of you mind taking our souvenirs to our rooms. Laura and I are going to go for a walk.”
:::
“It’s time for us to deliver Alice to the Grand Clarion,” Curtis said to Inmaius and Thomas. “You two are in-charge of Townsend. We don’t know how long we’ll be. We might not be back for a day or two.”
“That’s not a big chore.” Inmaius answered. “His anger has stopped and he’s resigned himself to watching re-runs of old programs. I glad he found the gourmet feature on the food replicator as that is helping to keep him pacified.” 
While the others prepared for their departure, Inmaius strummed his lyre, and watched Carmens movements. The tents were removed and the site was left as pristine as they found it. Just before she entered the tube, Inmaius turned his eyes from her and started to rub Thomas’ back. As the tube was leaving she turned towards Inmaius and gave him a lingering look.
:::
“What this?” Rita said taking an envelope from the concierge. When she opened it the single piece of paper inside invited everyone to meet the Grand Clarion. Apparently the other Grand-Mothers wanted to meet them and a special gathering was being prepared—it would be in three days time. 
Rita took this to be an invitation to tell everyone at the breakfast table who the Grand Clarion was and to make sure everyone, including those from their valley, could attend if they wished. She was careful not to say anymore than she needed to as it was not her place to say more.
When she finished she looked at Frederick and asked him if he would coordinate the logistics—with nothing to do he readily agreed. They were all told Chloe, Clara, Tixi, Rio, Inmaius and Thomas would also be there. 
:::
While Alice stood in her tube looking out at the Grand Council, the room began to fill with others from Clarion. The room was round and the tube sat on a raised platform in the center. Radiating out from this center were concentric circles of chairs, upon which the witnesses sat while they looked at her and listened to her testimony. 
For the most part the Grand-Mothers did all the talking, but everyone knew they could ask questions or seek clarity on an issue as the issues arose. 
The first, inner, circle of chairs were reserved for the Grand-Mothers, and the Grand Clarion who presided over the court. 
“Alice, you’ve heard the charges against you, how do you plead?” the Grand Clarion said.
Alice was charged with the improper use of frequency manipulation which over the years caused harm to an incalculable variety of souls. 
Her engagement with the Izan caused… arched doorway with three tall scrolled columns on either side.
As the charges were being conveyed to Alice and before she had a chance to respond, the Grand Clarion and Rio at the same time stood and excused themselves from the meeting. “Please continue,” the Grand Clarion said to everyone as she stood up abruptly.
Walking quickly the Grand Clarion met up with Rio, and together they ran into one of the many rooms which surrounded the open court. 
“They can’t be here! It appears you’ve trained them well Rio.” The Grand Clarion, almost out of breath, whispered to Rio.
“I agree, but I’m afraid I can’t take any credit—they found their way here on their own.” Rio responded. “They must have realized there’s something going on and are retracing their steps.”
While Laura and Miller were meditating under a large willow tree in the National Gallery’s sculpture garden, Rio and the Grand Clarion ran into the myst. Through the fog they could hear Laura and Miller calling out—each being unable to see or hear the other. 
“They can’t find each other or detect Alice in any way—we’ll need a distraction,” Rio said.
“Leave that to me,” the Grand Clarion said as she joined hands with Rio and together they waved the myst away.
:::
“What just happened?” Laura gasped, having been energetically flung from her meditation. 
“I was in this mist—were you in a mist?” Miller asked also having been forcefully ejected from his meditation. 
“Yes, but I couldn’t sense you or hear you. How odd—it felt like I had been there before, but I can’t remember anything about it. Where do you think we were?”
“I don’t know. I just tried to call Rio, but my comm is still out and she’s not telepathically picking up. Let’s go back to the hotel and see if we can get someone to talk to us.”
When they walked into the hotel, the lobby and all the chairs on the terrace were empty except for one raven haired woman who sat with her face pointed towards the sun. 
The twins immediately stopped and watched as Ella opened her eyes to them and approached, holding her hand out to shake theirs.
“Allow me to introduce myself,” she said. “I’m Ella and I believe you’re Laura, and you’re Miller. 
Ella shook Laura’s hand first, all the while moving herself closer to Miller. When she extended her hand to him their eye contact lingered until she said, “I know Rita and David and I believe you have items that belong to me and my brother?”
“Yes, of course,” Laura said offering to get the shoes. 
Neither Miller nor Ella knew what they should say next so they each waited for the other to speak. Their waiting, their silence, was not forced or awkward, it was familiar-comfortable-balanced. In the end neither felt compelled to say anything.
When Laura came down the stairs with the two shoes, she said, “I’m so sorry about your brother. I hope he’s not—injured.”
“No, he’s not injured. However, you did take him by surprise.” Ella said reassuring Laura as she slowly turned her eyes from Miller, and gratefully accepted the shoes. “I hear you two are at the center of Serene Corp’s engineering team. I specialize in all things quartz crystal and my research lab is not too far away. Can I interest you both in a tour?”
When the twins politely nodded in agreement they thought to each other “absolutely you can!” “Miller, aren’t your new Ventosedare shoes powered by quarts crystals?” “Laura, she’s both beautiful and a researcher!” “Yep…just your type…I nailed it!” “And I can just tell she likes opera and the ballet!” “Mom and dad are going to be so pleased when you move out!” “You mean when all three of us move out.” “Miller do you think Mom and Dad started a pool to see which of us would leave first?” “Likely. I always thought Tixi would be the first to leave but now I’m not sure….” The twins continued to talk to themselves in this manner the whole time they were with Ella. 
“OK, let’s start with this tube,” Ella said when she pressed a button on a small device she was holding. When a tube materialized at the far end of the Terrace just in front of the rock wall Laura and Miller stood quietly while their thoughts took them in a completely different direction. 
After a prolonged and very through discussion of how the tube worked and what it’s many features were, Ella then encapsulated them in separate shields and took them for a full tour of the command pocket and her lab. 
When they eventually acclimatized to the new frequencies the twins were able to examine anything they wished and neither of them had any desire to be anywhere else. 
Ella took pleasure in answering their questions which seemed to be focused on either her crystals, or her family. As she spent time with the twins she observed their movements and could tell they were telepathically talking to each other. When a delicate question was posed about Max, on Laura’s behalf, Miller would find a way to ask it. When a delicate question was posed about her, Laura, on Miller’s behalf would find an equally discrete way to ask it. 
As the twins became more engaged in the physics of crystals, she could sense a graceful energy emanating from them. It was a low frequency scalar wave and, when they were not looking at her, she closed her eyes and soaked up their serenity.

61 : Return to Wholeness  
“Apologies for being late, guys,” Reg said. “Alice’s trial went longer than expected. How’s Townsend?”
“He’s sleeping at the moment. What happened to Alice?” Thomas said as he threw some wood on the fire and stoked it up. 
“Well, she agreed to the terms the Grand-Mothers presented to her. She chose to stay on Clarion and to be monitored, initially at least, until she’s fully healed. After that she’ll be able to go anywhere she wants, but she knows her choices will be documented. If she strays back into her old ways she’ll be held accountable in a much harsher manner. The council also rescinded the exile policy and will start to draft up a new policy on how to manage those who use their power for malevolent deeds.”
“How’s the song going?” Reg continued. “Apparently Inmaius is needed earlier than expected and I’m to take him to Rio. Thomas you’ll need to stay here for a little while longer. Apparently the Grand Clarion has Invited you to a personal gathering and when I get back we’ll suit you up.” 
“The last three and half days have been fruitful, although we’ve had our moments.” Inmaius said casting a glance at Thomas who was now back to his normal self. 
“Suit me up! What does that mean?” Thomas spoke up. 
“Apparently this a formal affair and the Grand Clarion is insistent when it comes to formality. She wants to thank you for what you did and to introduce you to the other Grand-Mothers. There’s a meeting scheduled for you later this afternoon.”
When Reg and Inmaius left, Thomas packed up their tents and hammocks, then cleaned the space. He then sat in meditation, looked to the stars and re-sang the song he had just learnt.
:::
“Mom you wouldn’t believe where we’ve been for the past three days.” Miller gleefully said as he hugged Leea. 
“Ella has a lab in plasma pocket, and she’s been teaching us all about crystals.” Laura continued just as gleefully, while she waited her turn to hug her mother. “And these tubes are so efficient. We get so energized whenever we travel in them.”
“The places she has shown us are beyond description and we can get to them in seconds.” Miller said. “Apparently they can travel just as fast to other galaxy’s.”
“There’s so much to explore—we really must have one of these pockets on Mira,” Laura said as she winked at her brother knowing full well plans were in place to do just that.
“Have you had a chance to look around Clarion. This is such a beautiful place,” Leea said. “It took some coordination to get us all here and I agree with you both, we should have a tube station on Mira.” Leea winked at her daughter in a manner that told her, if they had a pocket on Mira, Miller would be able to see Ella whenever either of them wished.
“It’s time to take our seats,” Laura said all the while looking into the crowd for Max. “Do you know what this gathering is about?”
“Not really. We were told we were going to meet the Grand Clarion and your father thought we might be over dressed, but look at this decorum—he’s perfectly attired and completely in his element.” Leea answered.
:::
“Thomas—Stop fidgeting! So help me, if I prick myself again with this pin I’ll find another place to stick it,” Reg said as he tried to pin some wild blossom’s to Thomas’ lapel. 
“If it’s just a meeting with the Grand Council, why all the formality?” Thomas questioned as he stood in a well tailored suit, with highly polished shoes. “Where did this suit come from and how did you know my size. It’s a perfect fit.”
“This is how we do things on Clarion. Here let me have a second look at you.” Reg said as he rotated around Thomas adjusting his clothes and picking lint from his suit. “I think you’re ready. I’ll call ahead and let them know to expect us.”
When the tube door opened the space in front of Thomas was black; a rich, deeply-velvety kind of black that only happens when an area is completely void of any light; and silent—a true silence that can only emerge when still becomes stiller than still. 
“What are you waiting for?” Reg whispered to Thomas who stood at the threshold and didn’t move. “I almost forgot, you need to take this with you.” Reg continued handing Thomas a long stemmed crimson rose. 
Thomas looked down at Reg and whispered, “A rose! Is the Grand Clarion expecting a proposal!”
Thomas resumed his place at the threshold and looked out into the void not knowing what he should do next or if there was even a floor for him to walk on. Seeing and hearing nothing, he felt like he was about to walk out of an air-lock into open space and he was unsure.
As Reg stayed quiet at the back of the tube, Thomas continued to stand at the threshold until he heard a single sound—it was the C3 note on Inmaius’ lyre. Thomas cocked his head and whispered ‘Inmaius’ then took a single step forward. 
When his foot hit the floor, firefly’s started to round the tube and illuminate his path. When Thomas brought his second foot into the void, more firefly’s came, but he wasn’t able to see anything beyond them. 
When he took his third step, Thomas heard the beginning of a familiar song. With each step Thomas took more firefly’s joined him and more notes were played on the lyre. 
When Tixi’s tube dissolved around her, they sensed each other and all he wanted to do was run to her, but he couldn’t—he was trapped in the void, not able to see anything beyond it.
With his next step, he felt his tube disappear and around him more firefly’s came to join the others—to accompany him on his journey.
When Tixi started to sing the Call of a Clarion, 
	The stars dance to the shimmer of my soul, 
	a melody that drifts across the austere tomb of exile,
	and searches for yours through the galaxies of night that stand between us. 
Thomas quickened his pace, and firefly’s began to fly into the void showing him the way.
When Tixi finished her call, 
	My Tommy, lift your eyes to that patient light, 
	and let the rhythm of our love tremble through the constellations, 
	for in every shimmer I hear the echo of your laugh, 
	and feel the gentle cadence of your smile.
Thomas was walking steadily towards her, and knew it was his turn to begin. 
	Tixorra, I gave you my heart, my desire, my essence, 
	and still the scent of you lingers on my skin like a vow. 
After a short pause, knowing this was the time for Inmaius to strum the lyre setting him up for the last solo of his operatic debut, Thomas continued, 
	Because of our love, I carry the memory of you within me
	as one carries a hidden flame against the wind; 
	neither the slow current of time nor the great distances that divide us 
	can erase the passion that yearns in my soul for our touch.
When Thomas stopped singing he found himself standing in front of Tixi. The firefly’s had completely surrounded them and neither could see anything beyond their light. As they stood in front of each other the void between them had vanished and they could see nothing but each other. On a raised platform Tixi looked into his eyes and they finished the Call of a Clarion together. 
	Our fractured spirits wander like two ships without a shore, 
	searching the heavens for a glimpse of the warmth that once was; 
	that will be again.
	We look to the stars to hear our song, 
	to feel our embrace like a tide pulling at the edges of our marrow, 
	to search for the light the other has cast across the darkness.
	Patient travelers enfolded in the same ancient sky, 
	until our souls become whole again; 
	forever in the stars — I am yours.
When they finished singing Thomas gave the rose to Tixi. After she kissed her first finger and planted it on his lips, she rummaged through her cleavage and pulled out a ring. 
Standing before Thomas, Tixi tenderly lifted one of Thomas’ hands, looked into his eyes and said, “Thomas Beverly Phillips will you be my husband.”
Raising his eyebrows and producing a smile that could swallow a galaxy, Thomas quickly said, “Yes, I will be your husband.” She then placed Thomas’ ring on his finger.
When Tixi rummaged through her cleavage a second time, she produced another ring and just as tenderly put it in Thomas’ hand. She then raised her eyes to his, smiled and waited. 
“Tixorra Clarita Manful, will you be my wife,” Thomas then said. After Tixi produced a smile as big as his, she said yes—that she would. 
Unable to resist each others pull, when they kissed a spark flew from their paired essence  into the stars igniting a firestorm in the sky’s above.  
When their embrace ended he picked her up, twirled her in his arms, and with everyone in the audience now visible, he yelled into the crowd, “I’m Tixi’s husband!”
As each guest in turn, starting with Clara and Leea, then Wayne and Reed, came to wish the new bride and groom well, the wedding party began. 
:::
In the same round room that was used for Alice’s trial, while the firestorm above them raged, the wedding guests ate, danced and got to know each other. All the Clarions wanted to visit the valley, and those from the Concilium wanted to see as much of Clarion as they could before they left. 
By special request, as Miller lead Ella to the center of the empty dance floor, Laura left her seat and went to stand at the back of the room. She had been looking for Max all night and he had yet to arrive. So she stood, determined to wait, and watch until she found him. 
As the dance began, Max came around the corner and stood beside her. He was rushed, paused to fix his hair and pat down his suit. “Laura!” he said as he stopped himself just before he was about to enter the room. “Sorry I’m late. We had an issue with…”
Laura quickly raised her hand to speak and said, “I’m so sorry for what I did to you the other night…” Max quickly raised his hand to speak and said, “No, I’m the one who should be apologizing. You didn’t know who I was or what was going on. I needed to keep you away from all of it…” Laura raised her hand again and said in a softer voice, “yes, thank you for—keeping me safe—in your arms…” Max raised his hand again and said in a softer voice, “I’m sorry if I acted inappropriately. Holding you like that was inconsiderate of me. You had a right to defend yourself—forgive me.” Laura raised her eyes to his and took her time to say in her softest smiling voice, “Consider yourself forgiven.” Looking into Laura’s eyes Max also took his time, and with the same smiling voice said, “Can we talk somewhere else? Somewhere quieter?” With no hesitation at all Laura said, “Yes!”
Watching the crowd from one of the arched alcoves, the Grand Clarion and Rio looked out into the festivities and saw Laura leave with Max just as Miller and Ella were finishing their dance. 
Rio turned to the Grand Clarion and said, “It appears task one—Alice, is complete, and task two—the marriage of Tixorra and Tommy, is also complete. Task three—uniting Clarion with Mira, is happening now and it appears to being going well.”
“Indeed,” the Grand Clarion said turning to Rio. “I must warn you, all our expectant mothers are asking about the birthing pond. There are a couple of baby’s due in the next few weeks and several a couple months out.”
“Of course—I’m sure tours can be arranged,” Rio answered. “The gardens are especially lovely at this time in their cycle, and I need to prepare you Grand Clarion, that Seamus and Frederick are curious about the Clarion legal system and are quietly lobbing all the Senators to begin treaty negotiations.”
“Yes!” the Grand Clarion laughed. “I’ve heard and so far I’ve not had anyone voice an objection.”
“I’m so pleased Bill and Anar could come tonight,” Rio said. “It took some work to recalibrate their holographic devices. It wasn’t until Paluster chose to align herself with Mira and Clarion that I was able to properly re-modulate everything. After the Federation’s attempted poisoning of her waters, she did not take too much convincing.”
“I consulted our archives,” the Grand Clarion said. “I found a very old diary that Tomi kept. And in it he regretted not being able to say good bye to his Ludibundus partner. Apparently the two exiled families were banished immediately after the trial and Tomi did not get to properly say goodbye to Tixorra either.”
The Grand Clarion continued, “Were you aware Tomi and his twin brother Magnus were, at that time, the only two from the same area to earn a place in the Grand Challenge?” No, Rio nodded in reply. “Tomi’s partner and best friend was a guy he called Bill—a rana from a swampy planet called Paluster.” Rio raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Apparently he was tired of addressing him as Bertrum Irvine Lachlan Lucius the first so they agreed to shorten the name to Bill.”
After a short pause, “The Duke species are especially long lived and incredibly intelligent. The average age is 600 cycles with some living well beyond a thousand cycles.” 
When both women turned to look at Thomas and Bill, Rio said, “I wonder if Bill knows who’s shoulder he’s sitting on?” With a nod the Grand Clarion suggested that he just might.
“Yes, I believe our work here is almost finished, except for a few house keeping issues, of course.” the Grand Clarion said raising an eyebrow to Rio. “The only big thing left is Magnus’ legacy—Townsend.” Rio nodded in agreement.
“Carmen and Inmaius have been dancing all night but I can tell she has yet to agree to his proposal. He’ll need to be patient with her, although I can see she’s beginning to soften at the edges.” The Grand Clarion said knowing full well Carmen was just as infatuated with Inmaius as he was with her.
“The twins have each found their place,” Rio said continuing their conversation. “It’ll be up to the four of them to decide how they want to go forward.” 
After a short pause Rio said, “It’s nice to see Roxy, Chloe and Will tease each other like the children that they were. Their childhood story’s are such happy ones.” 
When the Grand Clarion answered, “Indeed,” she turned to Rio and asked, “Isn’t there something you and Ted need to do? E’vol is calling you to her!”
With a big smile, Rio answered, “yes, she is,” then turned from the Grand Clarion and ran to invite Ted onto the dance floor. 
After she stood for sometime, watching the guests, the Grand Clarion eventually left the alcove and sought out the bride and groom. 
As the three stood before a tube, the Grand Clarion held out her hand, “Please, this is your honeymoon tube—it’s our way of thanking you for what we took away from each of you. It’s all automatic and programmed to go to E’vol a place all Clarion women want to spend their honeymoons.” The Grand Clarion said with a wink and a smile to both Tixi and Thomas. “Come back when you’re ready and don’t worry about anything here—it can all wait.” 
After Tixi and Thomas took some time to say good-bye to their guests—when they were ready, he quickly picked her up and carried her across the tube’s threshold. When the door closed, the tube vanished.
As the evening progressed the sparking storm clouds above did not show any signs of abating. During one particularly intensive electrical discharge, a thunder bolt crackled through the air landing very close to where the party was being held. Through the noise of their laughter, their conversation and their music no one at the party seemed to notice that the old tree in the center of the Grand Square had exploded and was fully ablaze.   

62 :: Town’s End 
In the month that passed, Christof, with the help of the twins and the agreement of the Concilium, set up a tube station and a full command pocket on Capitolum. Miller and Laura spent their time making adjustment to the space-relatively pad so that they could transport Townsend’s tube without the pad and the tube’s combined energetics dissolving on contact. When everything was in place, those that wanted to witness the proceedings in person gathered in the Concilium’s Forum. 
The Forum was the place the Senators used to discuss issues, set policy or preside over legal disputes. It was a large semi-spherical amphitheater where the attendees sat in tiered seating looking out and down on the orator. The presiding officer, the Prime Senator, sat on the ground floor in close proximity to the speakers. While Chloe and Seamus were preparing for Townsend’s trial, everyone began to take their seats. 
Sitting with Ines on her right side and Clara on her left, Leea whispered, “I hope Thomas and Tixi come back soon as I’ve completely lost my engineering team and my husband for that matter. I haven’t seen the twins for several weeks now and I have no idea where they are. I just get the occasional note that says they are together and have decided to go exploring in one of the tubes. And Reed has become obsessed with the crystal healing bed. Without Tixi’s help he’s having to do most of the research himself and is absolutely loving it. I think he’s getting ready to write another book.”
Leea took a breath, “Rio and Ted seem to have disappeared as well. It’s all very curious!”
“Inmaius told me last night that Carmen has finally agreed to his date proposal,” Clara and Leea raised an approving eyebrow when Ines whispered this. “But she wants to pick the place.”
“Why do you look concerned,” Clara whispered back.
“Well, Inmaius doesn’t know this place, which means he doesn’t know how to prepare—to make it special. So he’s decided to think about it.” 
“Where does she want to go?” Leea whispered. 
“I really shouldn’t be saying anything but it’s a place called E’vol. Have either of you heard of it?” Ines whispered as she leaned in to the other two just in case anybody was overhearing their conversation. 
“E’vol—no,” Leea whispered. 
Clara raised her eyebrows at the thought of Carmen wanting their first date to be on E’vol,  then said, “those two have become inseparable so I’m sure whatever they decide to do will be perfect for both of them.” 
As more people entered the forum and took their seats the three continued their conversation.
“Ella and Carmen are so lovely and apparently they have a brother Maximilian, has anyone seen or met him?” Leea then asked. 
“I know that he exists because Inmaius has talked about him.” Ines answered.
“I wonder sometimes if there’s something not right about him. Whenever I ask any of the Clarions about him, especially Ella or Carmen, somehow the conversation gets diverted. Do you think they might be ashamed of him?”
“How bad can he be if he’s Curtis’s son and Christof’s grandson?” Ines whispered back.
Leea nodded in a way that said ‘true’. “Your right! Perhaps he’s on a special assignment and they can’t tell us about it.”
“Apparently Alice has calmed a lot this past month and is requesting day passes from her tube.” Clara whispered. “The Clarions have made a point of introducing themselves to her and are looking forward to showing her the beautiful home they’ve prepared for her.”
“Here we go, they’re almost ready to start.” Ines whispered as the three women turned their attention to the tube that was being transported in through the main door. 
When Yjifor and C’wetel set the pad down in the center of the amphitheater’s ground floor, Townsend was inside the tube, sitting on a chair. Although he had gained some weight, his new clothes fit and he was appropriately attired. 
With a resigned calmness, Townsend was prepared to face his accusers, and watched from his tube as people moved around the room preparing for his trial. 
“Yjifor and C’wetel look so stately and handsome in their tribal outfits.” Leea continued with more whispers. “Andi and her tapestry have been working on new detailing, and Jimmy-John and Indees have made them proper sicas. Yjifor and C’wetel insisted on sharpening them themselves.”
Leea took another breath, “Apparently Yjifor, is being tutored by Jimmy-John in sword making, in-between his and C’wetel’s martial arts classes, of course. Their quite busy and Hooter just loves it when his mama fly’s them to wherever they need to be. He also loves the crystal healing bed and insists that the three of them swim in the Animus every day.”
“I don’t know where Serena finds the time. With Hooter soon to be arriving, and she and Jewela lofting plans for a whole new fleet of crystal powered ships, all I can say is that our lives are heading in a completely new direction.” Leea stopped to take another breath. 
“Your absolutely right!” Clara whispered as she found a place to interject herself into the conversation. “Did you notice how the Animus took on a whole new life after the first Clarion baby was born.” The other two nodded in agreement. “And now we have all the expectant Clarion mothers queuing up to birth their children on Mira! Wayne and the other men are discussing how to make more birthing ponds and, I think when Thomas gets back, Wayne is going to look forward to working with him, and the women, of course, on these new ponds.” 
Ines and Leea looked at Clara knowing she was looking forward to being a grandmother one day. Then the three of them sighed, each thinking of the day they would first hold their own grandchildren. 
“OH, and Bill has just arrived with Carmen and Inmaius.” Leea whispered. “I need to talk to him after the trial as the gardens are bursting at the seams…” 
“Speaking of bursting at the seams,” the Prime Senator said loudly to the crowd, but looking straight at Leea, “let’s turn our attention to the Chancellor shall we.”
As soon as she was interrupted, Leea realized she had completely forgotten where she was. Chloe, on the other had knew exactly were she was, and as she turned everyone’s attention to the trial, she, to herself, thanked Leea for the latest edition of the Valley Times. 
Earlier that morning, Chloe was with Leea when the engineers set up their Concilium wide broadcast equipment and double checked the room to ensure its acoustics were as perfect that day as they were when the Forum was painstakingly commissioned. 
As Leea and, the other two, sat back in their chairs, she remembered how the Forum came to be. Her three children obsessed over the rooms acoustics and designed the structure in such as way as to be able to hear a speck of dust hit the floor, from anywhere in the room, if one’s hearing was acute enough. 
:::
After the Prime Senator welcomed everyone to the proceedings and dealt with a few house-keeping issues, she turned to face the accused. “What shall we call you? It can’t be Chancellor as there is a new Chancellor of Siris,” Chloe said as she waved a pointing hand towards Marjory who was sitting with Frederick and Seamus at her desk. “Would you prefer Mark or Mr. Townsend?” 
When Townsend suggested either would do, Chloe then told him that his tube would be dissolved and that the two handsome centurion’s from Quies, who stood on either side of him with their updated tribal costumes and razor sharp sicas, would be watching his every move. He nodded in a way that suggested he would behave himself.
“As the Chancellor has pressing business on Siris, we shall start with your involvement in the Massacre of Caraquet then, after the Chancellor leaves, we’ll discuss the issue of Roxanne Elizabeth Young.” Chloe said, as she invited the Chancellor up to speak then sat in her chair. 
“Mark, I almost didn’t recognize you. I see your looking well and I’ve never seen you this relaxed. It suits you,” the Chancellor began. “I came to inform you that a Grand Jury has been called and they want to reopen the investigation into the Massacre of Caraquet—apparently the first investigation was shut down rather abruptly before any substantial evidence could be presented.”
Then the Chancellor laid out documents before Townsend that detailed his involvement in the massacre and the involvement of many others. “With the help of the Concilium’s researchers,” Marjory said looking at Frederick and Seamus, “there’s no denying that you were involved.” When Marjory turned her eyes to Townsend, he neither acknowledged nor denied his involvement and continued to sit quietly in his chair. 
After a short pause, she continued, “as the Commander and Chief, I’ve instructed the Federation to enter into a treaty with the Concilium. A treaty that will lay out our respective jurisdictional areas in a manner that will allow for the resolution of disputes before they escalates into conflict. This treaty will be negotiated by Ambassador Inmaius Reese,” Marjory looked at Mark in a way that suggested his beloved Ines was retiring, “and your son Antony Townsend.” Mark lifted his eyes to his son, who was sitting in the amphitheater. At the same time Clara and Leea looked at Ines, who wisely knew how to keep this tidbit of information from the Valley Times. 
“As a show of good faith, we will be returning two painting’s that have been in the National Gallery’s inventory for some time. By special request,” the Chancellor said casting a glance towards Clara, “they are being prepared for delivery by the head Docent Brenda and should be on display in the valley’s assembly hall next month.”
“The last thing I want to say,” the Chancellor continued, “is that Antony has graciously offered to prepare your beach house for you to reside in, while the Grand Jury is presiding and that you will likely stay there, under house arrest, for the duration of your time.”
“As well, the Concilium has graciously offered to install their replicator systems in the house so that you will not be encumbered by people coming and going. Do you understand what I’m saying to you.” Townsend nodded that he understood. 
“That about does it,” the Chancellor said turning her attention to the Prime Senator. “Before I go, I want to add that we are taking a close look at the operations of the Izan and they will either be disbanded completely or reorganized to suit a different agenda.”
When the Chancellor and her entourage left, the only ones remaining in the amphitheater where those wanting to hear Roxanne’s testimony. 
Sitting in front of Leea, Roxanne rummaged in her purse for Max’s most recent manuscript,   and handed it to her suggesting it was for her eyes only and that she should start with the last three chapters. When Leea looked at the document that was just handed to her, she saw that it was titled “Dreaming of E’vol’, and that it was written by Max Decker. 
When, Leea started to read the first of the last three chapters, Roxy took her time to position herself in front of Townsend. When she was ready he said, “Roxy, you look just as I remembered the last time I saw you. Where has the time gone.”
“Indeed,” she said taking her time, “where has the time gone. When we first met I thought you were the most refined and unquestionably the handsomest man I had ever met. You were so gracious and, well mannered, during the pageant. After I won I was so looking forward to getting to know you better, and thought that you might want to get to know me better.”
While Leea ignored the proceedings, finished the first page of the third chapter and started reading the second, Roxy continued. “But that wasn’t meant to be. At some point during the after party you changed and you became—insistent.” When Roxanne said this everyone knew what she was referring to. 
“When the opportunity came, I ran from you room with nothing on but your house coat and immediately regretted leaving my dress and broach behind.”
“When I returned to Caraquet, I kept my shame hidden but everyone knew—they could see it through my makeup and though my behavior. I could tell my father and the other fathers were very upset and were quietly deciding what they should do.”
“The mothers were just as upset. They, just as quietly, kept an eye on me and cared for me as best as they could.” When Roxy finished speaking, the only sound heard was a leaf of a book being turned as Leea kept her head down and continued reading. 
“About a month after the pageant, when I said goodbye to Mary, Willmont and the others that were heading into the bush to look for food, I knew that I was pregnant but decided not to say anything.” Roxanne looked into Mark’s eyes when she said this.
“As the father of my child it was up to you to take responsibility for your actions. But you didn’t take responsibility did you Mark. With the constant pressure put on you and your father the Congressman, by my father, you both decided on another course of action.”
As Roxy paused to steady herself, Leea finished another page and eagerly moved onto the next. “When I contacted you, you wanted to meet in person. I was hesitant at first, but decided to secretly see you for fear that my father would shoot you on sight if he got the chance. I was hoping we could come to some understanding, some way to publicly tell people what had happened so that our child could grow up in a loving household.”
Roxy continued, “When he suggested we—“     “ELOPE! — what the frack!” Leea shouted into the amphitheater. When everyone turned to her, Leea covered her mouth with one of her hands and closed the book with the other—she, was now fully aware of where she was and what she had just said. 
“Exactly, and well said Leea.” Roxy laughed knowing Leea had come to the middle of the third last chapter. 
Turning back to Mark, “I never thought our secret meeting would be the last time I would see my family or friends again, but that’s just what happened. You abducted me, and while you and your father were burning Caraquet to the ground, your henchmen took me to the beach house. A gilded cage, where I lived, for many years not wanting for anything but a family—the only thing you could never give me.”
Roxanne then turned to her son, “Antony I was so happy when you were born. You were such a beautiful baby—very quiet and happy. I cared for you for several years until my gilded cage started to become unbearable. When you started to come into your own personality your father, along with his endless supply of nanny’s, began to keep you away from me. Slowly at first, then, when I realized what he was doing, they would keep you away from me for longer periods of time—eventually, I saw very little of you. It broke my heart not being able to see you every day.”
With everyone engrossed in the testimony, Leea started reading the book again. 
“When you were older, I noticed you had begun to treat me like the household staff and I knew then that you were lost to me. That somehow in your mind your mother had died, and that I was just the housekeeper. That’s when I decided I needed to take control of my life.”
As everyone sat quietly listening, Leea turned another page. 
“During one of Mark’s many parties, while he was entertaining a very beautiful woman who was wearing my broach on her blouse, I decided to grab what I could, what I thought I might need, and bide my time. Dressed as one of the caterers, no one noticed when I walked past security and out the front gate into the street.”
Leea turned another page. 
“And on the street I stayed, free of my cage but not free of the intrusions of the city’s surveillance system. Mark knew exactly where I was. I had to read the social section of the paper to find out what was happening in your life, Antony. Sometimes I would beg outside the court house just to get a glimpse of you incase you passed by.”
“Then,” Roxanne continued, “just before festival week when I saw another beautiful woman wearing my broach I thought—“     “—SHIT!—is this really happening!—” Leea interrupted the proceedings a second time not caring where she was nor wanting to stop reading.
“Exactly,” Roxanne laughed a second time, knowing that Leea had now moved on to the second last chapter of the book.
When the crowd settled, Roxanne continued her testimony. When she was finished Mark declined an opportunity to present his testimony. Throughout the proceedings, he sat quietly listening as his fate danced his song around him.
When the Prime Senator asked if there was anything else she wanted to say, Roxanne said  yes, as her recompense, she wanted all the land deeds for Caraquet which she knew were held by Magnus Enterprises, the major shareholder of which was Mark Townsend. When Mark made an effort to speak he was interrupted by his son who told Roxanne that he would make sure it happened. 
With nothing more to say, Townsend was re-sealed in the tube and eventually exiled to his beach house. 
:::
As the forum started to empty, Inmaius introduced himself to his second cousin Antony, and they told each other that they were looking forward to drafting the treaty between the Federation and the Concilium and to getting to know each other. 
When Antony came to meet his mother, he didn’t know how to address her so she put him at ease and asked him to call her either Roxanne or Miss Young until they got to know each other better. 
When Chloe started to close the door to the Forum, Reed ran past her into the room. In the middle of the empty amphitheater Leea looked up from the last chapter of the book and said, “Reed! You’re not going to believe what our children have done and where they are?”
63 ::: 9 Lives 
“Will! What are you doing still in bed?” Ines said as she came into their room. “It’s not like you to be late or even nap for that matter. Are you Ill?” 
When Ines sat beside him on the bed she moved one of her hands to check if he had a fever. She could see he wasn’t asleep and that all the pillows on the bed were rumpled. He pulled her towards him, wrapped his arms around her and said, “marry me!”
“Marry you!” she exclaimed stiffening ever so slightly in his embrace. “Not this again! You know very well I can’t marry you.”
“Why not!” he responded holding her tighter, aiming for a kiss.
With a look that both of them knew well, she lowered her eyes to his and said, “because I’m already married! You know this Will, and if I were to marry you I’d have to get a divorce first. Do you want me to get a divorce?”
With an exasperated thump he laid back on his pillow and said, “not this again!”
Smiling, Ines replied while she gently hand combed Will’s hair, “Now that this is settled, get up! The kid’s will be here soon and we’re all assembling on the terrace. It’s going to be a lovely day on Licentia—everyone’s here and I’ve heard a tube is on its way from Clarion to Capitolium. It won’t be long before, Tixi and Tomas, Ella and Miller, and Laura and Max arrive.”
When she said this Ines took a closer look at the rumpled pillow’s, smiled, stood then started walking towards the door. “I’m serious this time, marry me!” Will said coming to a semi-upright position leaning on one of his elbows. 
“I’ll meet you on the terrace,” she said as she opened, walked through the door then gently closed it behind her. 
Just out side the door, Ines raised her eyebrow’s, flashed a big smile and did a little jig with her feet as quietly as she could so that Will would not hear her.
As soon as she closed the door, Will jumped from the bed, ran to the door and listened closely to Ines walking away. He also did a little jig with his feet as quietly as he could so that Ines would not hear him. When he was sure she was gone, he pulled out the latest chapter of Max’s book from under one of the rumpled pillows and continued his reading.
:::
“How’s Hooter today,” Jewela said to Serena as they sipped tea on the terrace in the early afternoon sun. 
“As you can see, he’s getting bigger every day and it won’t be long now before he can meet everyone in person,” Serena replied. “We were later than anticipated because he wanted to spend more time in the Animus this morning. How was the Ludibundus game with Bill and C’wetel this morning?”
“What a game we had. Bill was in fine form and we’ve decided to work with C’wetel on our telepathic connections. Without those connections I’m not sure how we would have faired in the finals. Stannocce did a good job with the Controllers random algorithms, but she has yet to say anything about my telepathic connection to Bill and Thomas. I wonder if she could sense anything.”
“Likely—but what could she do!” Serena answered. “You three were communicating outside the Controllers influence just like Molly was when she fogged everyone. All that time you, Thomas and Bill spent practicing really payed off—especially when it came to apprehending Alice.”
“Yes, it did!” Jewela continued their conversation. “If it hadn’t been for our connection I would have never known where to snap all those flairs coming out of Alice. What a fireball she was! She was determined to burn the whole block to the ground and us along with it.”
“Have you seen Ella’s latest research on her quartz crystal plasma containment device and on how to use rare minerals to bend light?” Jewela raised her eyebrows and nodded ‘yes, she had’. “If we design our new propulsions systems correctly we’ll have unlimited power without any need for hydrogen or any other fuel source for that matter!”
“Yes!” Jewela said. “We’ll need to make some significant structural changes to the new ships to compensate for the stresses that will come along with that new power. Perhaps we should consider looking at the energetics of the tubes to see if they can be designed to work in free space and not just within the main energy lines of the Aequi.”
“Tubes in space! How delightful.” Serena laughed. “That would really take time off our shipping schedules! Frederick would be so pleased at the efficiency of it all.”
“Speaking of efficiency—have you seen the report from Decker Labs on the synthetics?” Jewela said continuing their conversation. “The fine filaments that control their bodies is really quite adaptable. I think we’ll be able to replicate the threads and use them in a number of different ways starting with our own communications devices and perhaps the holographic devices as well.”
“Yes! When the twins get back and everything settles into a routine, I’m going to ask the engineering team if they can reprogram the synthetics so that they’ll be able to go into the most caustic mines and extract the rare minerals.” Serena replied. “I think it’s time for the Federation to repurpose this technology, and to stop using forced labour to obtain these minerals.”
“I agree,” Jewela said. “Perhaps we should ask Inmaius to put this on the agenda for the next round of treaty negotiations. The Chancellor seems open to discussing new ways of working together. So long as the corporations can still get access to these minerals, they might just be open to changing their ways.”
“Now that both of our mothers are retired and Wayne seems to be spending most of his time on the new birthing pond designs, do you think your father will retire?”
“I think he’s retired already and hasn’t told anyone.” Jewela responded. “Between Hooter, and the new ships, it’s a good thing Serene Corp. runs itself because we’re not spending as much time there either. Frederick seems quite happy to manage the day to day.” 
Where’s Yjifor today?” Jewela continued.
“He decided to accompany Roxanne to the new Caraquet.” Serena answered. “They’re meeting Antony today and he’s introducing his Wife and children to her. Yjifor decided to be on-hand just in case she needed any support or protection.”
“I’ve noticed they’re spending a lot of time together!” Jewela gave Serena a look.
“Yes,” Serena laughed, “I’ve noticed that myself. I think they really like each other. She has such a kind heart and has forgiven Townsend for what he did.”
“She’s considering terraforming the land and Christof has offered his help in this regard. Apparently he has access to technology that can clean up the pollution, and pull water out of the soil to refill the large mining pit that’s there.” Jewela continued. “With a lake full of clean water, she’ll be able to reestablish Caraquet as the beautiful horse ranch that it once was. When it’s ready, I think Alex and I might consider relocating there to raise some mustangs and appaloosa’s. Alex will be closer to his family and with a tube station on site we’ll be able to travel back and forth with minimal delay.”
“Mustangs and appaloosa’s?” Wayne asked overhearing their conversation. “May I join you?” When Serena and Jewela nodded ‘of course’, Wayne sat down. 
“Clara and Inmaius are busy making tea for everyone?” Serena said to Wayne in a way that conveyed Clara was hopeful Tixi and Thomas would be pregnant when they returned.
“Yes! These past months, she’s insisted Will and I go into the bush to harvest particular herbs and berries on particular days from particular areas. She gave us quite the shopping list.” Wayne answered. “Between the expansion of the birthing pond and forging we’ve been busy.”
“Apparently Butler, the botanist, has been busy as well sourcing an indigenous type of watermelon unique to Licentia. According to Clara it’s just at its peak ripeness and the picking drones have been busy all morning.”
Leaning in closer so that she would not be overheard, Serena whispered, “have you noticed how Clara and Inmaius are quietly delivering tea and watermelon to Rio and Ted.” The other two raised eyebrows in a way that said ‘interesting—no, I hadn’t noticed’ then slowly turned their heads to look at Rio and Ted who were sitting by themselves at the back of the terrace. 
“Have you seen the latest chapter? It was posted very late last night.” Serena nodded a ‘yes’. “I’ve just skimmed it and what a place this E’vol is. Alex would love to go there but it would mean us getting married. The Clarion’s have a strict policy on who they allow to visit—apparently only honeymooners are permitted.”
“Do you have an issue marrying Alex?” Wayne asked looking at Jewela. 
“You both know very well that Alex and I are committed to each other, but I’ve never understood why a formal ceremony is necessary.”
“Have your parents every told you about their wedding night?” Wayne, with a grin as big as Thomas’, said to Jewela. 
“I’ve tried, but it’s all very confusing,” Jewela answered. “Sometimes they giggle about it, sometimes they seem angry and walk away, other times they refuse to talk about it. What do you know about that night?”
“Well, it’s never been my place to say, but because Chloe and Will are opening up more about their past, I think it’s time for me to make a confession.” Wayne smirked to Jewela and Serena. 
“Please, unburden your soul and confess away!” Jewela laughed eager to hear what he had to say. 
“This story is mostly about Scrub,” Wayne said looking at Serena. “Did you know he was a self proclaimed expert wrangler of chickens and feral cat’s?” Serena laughed and shook her head indicating that she had not known this, then winced.
“You ok?” Wayne said to her.
“As soon as you mentioned my father, Hooter decided to wake up and is shifting himself. Please continue,” Serena answered.
“As you both know I was a mercenary during the war, working for anybody who needed to source specific items or who required Orillia and my shooting skills.” Wayne continued. 
“About mid-way through the war I began to notice a procurement pattern that ranged anywhere from highly specialized detonation devices to very specific lingerie. Some of these items were very difficult to source especially the lingerie. I also began to notice some very effective patterns of distraction that the resistance forces were using, and eventually I realized that I was the supplier of choice for the special items which were used in those distractions.”
“I also began to notice there were three resistance supply ships that were the receivers and ultimately the transporters of those specific items—Scrub piloted one of these ships. After getting to know Scrub, and the other two pilots, one night when we were all in the same location, I decided to get them drunk and listen to what they had to say. It turned out they were all farm boys and crop dusters. They were all excellent solo pilots with the skill and the enthusiasm to fly anything to anywhere.”
“As the night wore on, and they began to compare notes, soon everyone realized that one ship was used to transport horses, specifically mustangs and appaloosas, another their special feed and the third, Scrub’s ship, everything else. They then began to see the same patterns I saw. It didn’t take us long to realize that there was an elite distraction team working quietly behind the scenes and we were, unknowingly, part of that team.”
“We guessed the mustangs were used for quick very specifically focused missions; the appaloosas for missions that needed more time or were long term strategic plays; and the lingerie for intelligence gathering.” Wayne then looked at Serena in a way that suggested the lingerie was Chloe’s size. “Apparently the pilots were never permitted to linger after the deliveries so they never saw who the items were intended for. It was all very hush-hush and need to know.”
“After the war ended, everything changed. While I was wandering the fringe looking for new customers, eventually I ran into Scrub and he told me an interesting story.” Wayne said looking at Serena while she made a wincing face.
“I’m ok. Hooter is very active at the moment and I think he’s listening to your story.” Serena responded to his look of concern.
“He told me on his last run he was late and was carrying some very special explosive devices. When he landed he saw that their were four mustangs saddled up and ready to go so he feigned a malfunction with his ship and decided to see who this distraction team was. As soon as he delivered the explosives, he watched the team, two men and two women, leave.”
“He knew the mission would be quick so he delayed his departure as long as he could. A couple of days later, when the horses returned, the team had been ambushed and had taken some fire. Everyone had strapped themselves to the horses and it was clear two of the riders were dead, and the two that weren’t were barely alive. He quickly ran to assist and while others were releasing the riders from the horses, he cut the bindings off an alive but unconscious women and carried her into the medical tent.”
“With the Federation close behind the riders he couldn’t delay his stay any longer and, if he didn’t leave immediately, he knew he would have been caught in the crossfire. As it turned out he did end up taking some fire and crash landed in a very remote area of that planet. And there he stayed marooned for the duration of the war until someone eventually found him.”
“He told me the only thing that kept him from the insanity of his isolation was remembering the beauty and the courage of the woman with the curly chestnut brown hair that he carried into the medical tent.”
Over hearing the story Chloe took the empty seat beside her daughter, put her arm around her then gave her a kiss on the cheek. “We lost Wilhelmina and Albert that day and after Will and I recovered they sent us to the front line on Mira. The war ended shortly thereafter.”
“The other thing that kept your father sane during his isolation were the plastic dinosaurs that you loved to play with as a child. You’re so much like him.” Chloe said to Serena as she hand combed her daughters hair. 
“So he told you the story then?” Wayne said to Chloe who nodded ‘yes’.
Turning to Serena, “he told me that he looked for me after the war ended but with the vastness of the fringe and without a name, he was not hopeful. Then one day, while he was strippings parts in a junk yard, he came across a woman that was looking for the very same parts he had just stripped. So his curiosity got the better of him and he went to see what this woman was up to. To his surprise there I was, standing outside the yet to be named Ataraxia, trying to make sense of the parts Leea was handing to me.” 
Wayne burst into laughter then looked at Chloe, “So all this time he knew who you and Will were! He was truly a master wrangler, I’ll give him that.”
“Yes, he was—and yes he did,” Chloe said smiling. “In his own special sometimes ridiculous way, he worked his magic and brought each of us in from the cold.”
“OH!” Serena fidgeted and rubbed her tummy. “Hooter is very active today and I think he liked that story.”
“Have you seen Max’s most recent chapter?” Wayne said to Chloe.
“Yes—are you thinking there might be some drama later?” Wayne with a big grin nodded a ‘yes’ in reply to Chloe.
“What does Max’s book have to do with mom and dad’s wedding night?” Jewela asked. 
“Well, to make a long story even longer, I need to tell you the day Ines became a paying passenger onboard the Ataraxia.” Chloe said with a smile as big as Wayne’s. “Scrub and I were married at the time and while we were in port getting ready to leave, Will ran into the cargo bay and opened the doors.”
“He had an energy in his step that neither of us had seen before and when the doors opened there was Ines, very finely dressed with her luggage by her side, waiting patiently. We had not been informed that we were taking on a passenger so Scrub and I curiously watched the interaction between the two of them. As I recall Leea soon joined us and It was clear to the three of us that they had feelings for each other. When she stepped into the cargo bay and handed me her card, Scrub let out a whistle and Leea giggled.”
“Are you telling the girls about the day Ines came on board?” Leea said as she took the seat beside Chloe and Reed sat next to Wayne. “I’ll never forget that day, what a performance she and Will put on! Reed, it’s unfortunate you were not on board yet. It was the beginning of some wonderful drama between the two of them.”
“While we watched Will happily escort Ines around the ship, I couldn’t help feeling she looked familiar to me in some way until I realized she reminded me of Roxanne. I took a second look at her card, and asked Scrub what a Companion was?”
“When both he and Leea burst into laughter and told me that a Companion was more or less an artist-courtesan to the rich and powerful, I wondered if Will knew what he was getting himself into. She was the first woman he took any true notice of.”
“As I recall you were there as well Wayne!” When Chloe looked at Wayne he burst into laughter and nodded his head to the girls.
“While everyone was distracted by their respective performances, I quietly slipped on board and hid myself away.” Wayne said. “I had some not very friendly people looking for me and, after bumping into Scrub in the village and meeting his wife, a beautiful woman with curly chestnut brown hair, I figured the Ataraxia would be the safest place for me to be. I had been supplying Scrub and Will with parts and whatever else they needed for sometime, but I had yet to meet Mrs Lakelin.”
“You stowed away onboard the ship!” Jewela said surprised. “So you knew who dad and Chloe were?” 
Wayne raised an eyebrow and nodded. “It turns out it was the best decision I’ve ever made. With Ines’ contacts and diplomatic skills, and my ability to source anything—Scrub could fly us anywhere, Leea could fix anything and Will and Chloe could get us out of any mess we found ourselves in. We didn’t know it at the time, but that was the beginning of Serene Corp.”
“Wow! Hooter’s really getting active.” Serena said rubbing her tummy some more. “Continue he’s loving this story.”
“As those first years progressed we could see Will and Ines drawing closer to each other, but she had to make a decision about her companioning.” Leea said. “She couldn’t afford to abandon it and Will wouldn’t allow himself to get close to her unless she did. The drama between them was becoming too intense and distracting all of us.”
“So just before Reed and Rio came on board, Scrub decided to force the issue with another one of his crazy schemes.” Chloe laughed. 
Reed decided it was time for him to say something. “It was our first night onboard, and when Rio and I joined the others in the galley we sat quietly watching the four of them play strip poker—Scrub and Chloe against Will and Ines. They were all drinking a special brew that Wayne said ‘had quite a kick to it’, but after awhile both Rio and I realized Wayne’s joy juice was nothing more than that—fruit juice. Rio also began to notice that everyone at the table were very skillfully manipulating the cards.”
“As the evening wore on, they would drink the juice, behave as if they were drunk, take off some cloths, then burst into raucous laughter when the hands were revealed. Given their card playing skills it was probably the most unpredictable game that each of them had ever played—none of them knew what hand they would end up with despite their manipulations.”
“When both couples were down to the under garments, Scrub decided to have an all or nothing hand and that the loosing couple must agree to a single demand by the winning couple.”
“I must say, it was the fastest hand they played,” Leea spoke up. “Some how Chloe ended up with a royal straight flush and Scrub with a full house, aces over kings. It was spectacular, and the only way that combination would have been dealt is if both couples manipulated the cards to bring it about.”
“So mom and dad wanted to loose?” Jewela asked. 
“Pretty much,” Wayne spoke up between giggles and full on laughter.
“So what did mom and dad demand?” Serena said. 
When Chloe, Wayne, Leea and Reed burst into laughter, Reed said, “Apparently Scrub’s perfect piloting skills had placed the plane not too far from a sleazy all hour wedding chapel.”
“And Scrub demanded that they get married.” Chloe said. 
“Without an objection from either Ines or Will, and when everyone had gathered on the bridge,” Rio continued the story while she took the empty seat beside her brother, “the apparently inebriated, almost naked couple looked into each others eyes and, amongst the witnesses, the monitors and the other equipment, committed themselves to each other. They even received a hastily drawn up piece of paper to seal the deal, which was delivered by a drone shortly after the ceremony.”
“Really! A fly by night wedding chapel.” Jewela said shaking her head and laughing as hard as Serena.
“There’s more to this story,” Rio continued. “When we went back to the galley Wayne had put out a brew he called the ‘honeymooners special’ and poured four small tumbler’s. Just as Will and Scrub were about to drink theirs, Chloe grabbed Scrub and dragged him to their room. Will drank his and Scrubs, while Ines drank hers and Chloe’s. Will then picked her up and carried her to his quarters.”
“With the mission complete, Wayne and Leea went to their separate quarters and Reed and I sat shaking our heads wondering who these people were and whether or not we should get off at the next port.”
“The next day,” Reed said, “after they took their time to come out of his room, they were arguing. When Will said to Ines that he couldn’t remember getting married, Ines finally said that she had had enough of his teasing and proceeded to administer the full monty—right in front of us!”
“Tending to him,” Reed continued, “I could tell he was just as angry as she was and they didn’t speak to each other for about a year. Scrub’s plan backfired and the drama between them got worse.”
“One good thing came out of that evening,” Chloe said looking at Serena and repositioning her curly long brown hair, “and that was you.”
“OH! Hooter’s on the move again. I need to find C’wetel!” Serena said. “I think he wants to go back to the Animus.”
“Before you leave, let’s consult with Clara.” Reed said concerned. “Perhaps Hooters decided to come earlier.”
“Well, if he’s anything like his grandfather, he’ll likely be early,” Wayne laughed. “Scrub hated being late for anything.” Chloe nodded in agreement. 
When Reed and Serena went to consult with Clara, Jewela said “They eventually forgave each other otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”
“Yes, it was another one of their drama distractions that took our attention away from what was happening outside the ship.” Chloe said. “That was the day we were being stocked by a Federation pirate ship and about to be boarded. They fired on us and damaged the engines before anyone realized they were there. Thankfully Rio piloted us into Mira in the middle of a sandstorm and it wasn’t until the night that Serena was born that they finally set aside their anger and made you.” 
“That must have been quite the night!” Jewela said knowing the twins and Thomas were born soon after her.
“It was,” Leea and Wayne said at the same time.
:::
“There you guys are?” Ines said coming to sit beside her daughter. “You wouldn’t believe what Will just said to me!” 
“Ya! What’s that?” Wayne said with a smirk on his face then glanced a look at Chloe, Rio and Leea.
“He asked me to marry him!” Ines said trying to hide her glee. “Can you believe it! After all this time we’re back to where we started. He’s taken to napping in the afternoons but I think he’s reading Max’s books—Roxanne has the whole set.”
Seeing the beginning of the drama unfold Jewela, with a smile, said to her mother, “I thought you two were married?”
“Yes we are! There were witnesses and a contract was drawn up, but your father is so stubborn he refuses to admit it. He keeps saying he can’t remember anything about that night.” Ines said. “He better show up soon as I’ve just heard the tube is now on Capitolium and the Grand Clarion is with them.” 
“So what did you say when he asked?” Jewela said smiling as broadly as Wayne.
“Darling, I know your father and after all these years there is nothing that will end the conversation faster than suggesting that I will need to get a divorce first before I can marry him.”
“And, let me guess,” Jewela said continuing the conversation. “If you get a divorce it will force him to admit that you were both indeed married?” 
“Yes dear! Have you read Max’s most recent chapter?” Ines said wanting to change the subject but didn’t need to say anything more because everyone heard one of the transport portals firing up. “Oh good, they’re here and Will’s just come into the terrace as well.”
While everyone was gathering to welcome the newlyweds, Wayne whispered to Jewela, “Just wait until your father realizes that the ‘honeymooners special’ drink I supplied contained a sedative that could cause memory loss if too much was drunk. They each had twice the amount they should have had, and I suspect once they got to his room they both passed out and she can’t remember anything either.”
“Wayne, you’re as bad as Thomas!” Jewela laughed. “There’s no denying he’s your son.”
:::
Thomas and Tixi were the first to walk onto the terrace. He immediately picked her up, twirled her around and declared to everyone that they were pregnant. To great fanfare their parents, starting with the mothers, then the fathers, greeted them both. Then it was Laura and Max, followed by Ella and Miller. Curtis and his wife, plus a host of others from Clarion were also on the terrace to greet the newly weds and those from the Concilium that they had yet to meet. After greeting everyone the Grand Clarion took a good look at the beauty of Licentia then sat with Rio and Ted. 
When the hugs and kisses were over, and the tea and watermelon ceremony was explained to those from Clarion, everyone settled into their groups and the honeymooners began to tell their stories. 
“Bill! Missed ya buddy,” Thomas said bear hugging Bill the child, “hop on.” Bill then became his rana self and positioned himself on Thomas’ shoulder where he remained quietly listening to the stories of E’vol. While she sat on Clara’s shoulder, Anar watched Clara make tea and listened just as intently as Clara did to Thomas’ stories. 
Raising a discrete eyebrow, Inmaius whispered to Miller, “Shall I prepare some tea for you and Laura?” Miller also raised an eyebrow in a way that said ‘really!’—Inmaius nodded yes suggesting both Laura and Ella were also pregnant. “Perhaps you should have a quiet word with Max as I suspect Laura and Ella might already know?” It wasn’t difficult for Miller to find Max as he was surrounded by many wanting to know more about his books and when the final chapter to his latest story would be ready. 
When the sunshine and warmth of the beautiful Licentia afternoon began to turn into evening, Serena and C’wetel departed for the Animus and Will leaned into Ines and gave her an affectionate hug. “What’s that for?” she asked suspecting she might know the answer. “You didn’t answer my question,” he whispered. “And you didn’t answer mine,” she  whispered back to him. 
When Ines and Will looked at each other as the two stubborn mules that they were, Jewela poked Wayne in the ribcage and directed his attention towards them. “I know those looks. Something’s brewing,” she whispered to him. He nodded that he also knew those looks and he poked Reed, who then discretely whispered to Leea. They then settled into watching the two negotiators at work. 
“So,” Will leaned in to Ines and coughed out a whisper, “if I what?—ask you—to get a divorce will you marry me?” 
Continuing the negotiation Ines said, “if you—request—a divorce, I would give it due consideration, but be warned, once the divorce is granted I would be free to choose anyone I wished. I hear Reg is moving to Capitolium—perhaps I should get to know him better—he has quite the sense of humor!”
“But Reg is already married,” Will whispered a little louder. “Wouldn’t I be a better choice for you?”
Knowing Will as well as she did, and noticing that Jewela, Wayne, Reed and Leea were discretely listening to their conversation, she said a little louder, “but with our children grown and you being a self proclaimed bachelor, you have always been free to marry someone else. Why are you asking me now? Are you ready to commit to me?”
“I acknowledge that my commitment issues have softened over the years,” Will continued noticing that Chloe had joined the others at the table and they were all looking at them and listening to their negotiation. “I thought now that you are retired, and perhaps after we’re married, that we might find sometime to do some traveling.” 
“Some traveling!” Ines leaned into the sparkle she saw in his eyes and smiled in her most cultivated gracious manner knowing exactly where this negotiation was heading, “and where do you propose we go after we marry!”
Before he could answer, Leea jumped up from her seat and declared to Reed that she wanted a divorce. “Shit!” Wayne then blurted, “he’s found a loophole,” and he jumped up, looked at Clara and shouted to her that he also wanted a divorce. Reed then stood and agreed with Leea that they should divorce. 
With Thomas, Clara and everyone else on the terrace so shocked by the suddenness of the many declarations nobody knew what to say—the terrace became very quiet. The next thing people heard was Bill, who had leapt from Thomas’ shoulder, morphed into his handsome prince form, and proceeded to ask Anar for a divorce. She jumped off Clara’s shoulder and agreed with Bill and stated that all his other wives also wanted a divorce. 
Not knowing what was happening Clara looked at her husband and started to tear, until she noticed over his shoulder, at the back of the terrace, the Grand Clarion was in a state of convulsion trying hard to contain her belly laughs. When she looked at him again, he gave her a big smile and winked. She then realized what was happening and agreed to a divorce, but only if it was granted by the Grand Clarion. 
While Rio waved away the concerned look Reed had on his face for the health of the Grand Clarion, Rio and the Grand Clarion took their time to rise from their seats. After the Grand Clarion wiped her tears and settled herself into calmness she approached the crowd and cleared her throat.
“It appears you’ve found the loophole in our strict E’vol honeymoon policy,” she said happily to everyone. “Ok, let’s have a show of hands for everyone who wants a divorce.” When she said this a multitude of hands went up and she took her time to make sure the count was even. With beaming smiles and looking into each others eyes both Ines’ and Will’s hands went up.
“By the power vested in the position of the Grand Clarion I officially pronounce you all divorced.”
“Now, for those of you who wish to get married please, with your partner, raise your hands,” the Grand Clarion continued trying to be officious. When she started to count the hands she noticed there were more hands up than the first count. 
Standing behind Carmen, Inmaius slowly put one arm around her waist and moved himself close to her. He then gently caressed one of her elbows and began to raise their arms. When he received no objection she intertwined her hand with his and they raised their arms together. 
Alex and Jewela looked at each other and they also raised their arms. 
With a focused look on Carmen and Inmaius that caused the others to follow her gaze, she declared that everyone was now married and were eligible for the honeymoon E’vol tour package. 
After the Grand Clarion said, “wives you may kiss your husbands,” the terrace became primed for a night of song and dance that looked like it would continue well into the wee hours. 
:::
“That was quite a night,” the Grand Clarion said to Rio as they stood with the others to wish Carmen and Inmaius safe travels. As the first to leave Licentia for their honeymoon, the Grand Clarion looked at Rio and whispered, “Inmaius came to me last night and asked if I could find some way to delay his parents and his sisters trips to E’vol,” she laughed. “Apparently he wanted Carmen all to himself and, while he thought it odd that they would all have the same wedding anniversary, he didn’t want to risk running into his family—not on his honeymoon!—he told me. I told him that this could easily be arranged.” 
“How did the council of Grand-Mothers react to the news of having to prepare so many tubes.” Rio asked.
“They accepted it in stride. With all our expectant mothers wanting access to the birthing ponds, they thought it was a fair exchange. With all the change that are coming they’re happy to oblige. We owe you so much Rio! You’re truly astounding and we can’t wait to meet your wee one. They all feel her energy. Once she’s born you’ll be able to join the council of Grand-Mothers and we’re all looking forward to that day.”
“Ted is beyond overjoyed,” Rio said. “He wants to name her Clarissa after his mother and, of course, it’s also my middle name.”
“Clarissa! So Ted is second house then!” The Grand Clarion said.
“Yes, he’s a distant relation to Clara. Apparently Tomi and Magnus’ sister had many daughters and he’s from one of those maternal lines.”  
“And the paintings?” the Grand Clarion continued. 
“Docent Brenda has them both prepared for shipping and when Thomas and Tixi settle in Ted and I will take Inmaius’ Dolphin to pick her up. According to Clara, she might be in for a big surprise.”
“Have you looked forward into the tree of event probabilities lately?” the Grand Clarion asked. 
“Yes, the fracture is healing nicely. Stannocce and those in the 7th Aequi, especially the Gardners, are very happy with how we’re resolving the tear. We’re moving farther and farther away from any Federation influence, and apparently, we’re on quite the trajectory! How’s Alice doing?”  
“Like Townsend, adjusting to their new lives will take time, but we sense they’re both more or less resigned to making different choices. Stannocce was quite an ally for you. Without her help none of this would have come to pass. Well, I think it’s time for me to return to Clarion. What a lovely time I’ve had here on Licentia.” 
After a reflective pause the Grand Clarion continued, “What do you think—this journey we’ve been on—is it a beginning or an ending?”
“Perhaps it’s somewhere in-between!” Rio whispered to herself as she watched the Grand Clarion step into the transport portal.


